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Ethical standards and principals are one of the most significant part of any professional
field. Being an applied practice field, the application of ethical codes and conduct is a
critical component for school psychologists. There have been numerous research studies
on ethical decision making and ethical dilemmas in many applied fields to help update
the ethics principles and codes, same is the case for the field of School Psychology (APA,
2017; NASP, 2010). The purpose of this study was to examine school psychologists’
professional characteristics with regards to managing critical incidents that pose potential
ethical violations. An additional purpose was to investigate if the school psychologists’
ratings on the categories including experience, violation, harm, and legality would be
able to predict the level of difficulty in solving an ethical dilemma. The perceptions of
psychologists towards various ethical dilemmas have previously been studied by Pope
and colleagues (1987), and the level of complexity of ethical incidents and their solution
has been proposed by Bailey and Burch (2016) in a model for behavior analysts. The
current study aimed to adapt the Pope and colleagues’ (1987) research study and modify

it to apply for the field of school psychology and investigate if the Bailey and Burch
(2016) model can be applicable for school psychologists as well. The results of the study
indicate that the ratings of school psychologists on the scales of Personal Experience,
Ethical Violation, Probability of Harm and Legal Implications was able to predict the
Ease of Solution for a given critical incident. In addition, the ratings on the scale of
Probability of Harm was significantly able to predict how easy it would be to resolve a
particular dilemma for a practitioner in the field of school psychology.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Ethics and ethical standards are a critical component in any applied field that governs
professional practice. Fagan and Wise (2007) state that belonging to a profession
involves “allegiance to a prescribed set of professional guidelines for behavior
symbolizes the profession’s ideal of placing the client’s interests before all others” (p.
251). Furthermore, Jacob and colleagues (Jacob, Decker, & Lugg, 2017; Jacob &
Hartshorne, 2007) indicate decision making should consider current legal and ethics and
promote professional and ethical decision making at a critical-evaluative level (i.e., detail
specific consideration of ethical codes and principles as the basis of an ethical decision).
The American Psychological Association (APA) has developed a set of guiding
principles for health service psychologists that have evolved overtime. Furthermore, the
National Association of School Psychologists (NASP) also has developed a set of ethical
standards for mental health professionals over the years, with the most recent revision
occurring in 2010 (NASP, 2010). These two professional organizations provide the
foundation upon which ethical provision of services in the field of health service
psychology rest.
School psychology is one of the three major areas of study within the broader field of
health service psychology (APA, 2012; 2017). According to Fagan and Wise (2007), the
1

focus of school psychologists is on helping children and youth, academically,
behaviorally, socially and emotionally within the context of their family, school, and
community. The general concepts, theories, and models used in health service
psychology are incorporated within the field of school psychology; however, school
psychologists typically only provide services to children and youth, ages birth to 21
years. Additionally, much of the services provided by school psychologists involve
providing consultation, education, and related interactions with the parents, educators,
and caretakers of these children (Ervin, Peacock, & Merrell, 2010); whereas services in
the broader area of professional psychology involve working one-on-one with a client.
Furthermore, given the nature of the needs of children and youth as developing
individuals and the mandated school law and policy, the school psychologist often
encounters complex situations when providing psychological services. As such, there is
often a need to provide more specific guidance and foundational knowledge to school
psychologists regarding their professional role and actions within the provision of
services within the schools (Bardon &Wenger, 1976). Thus, school psychologists
typically consult both APA guidelines and NASP standards to guide their professional
behavior.
The following sections will present: (a) brief overview of APA’s and NASP’s ethical
standards, (b) the application of these ethical principles, and (c) engagement in ethical
decision making.
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Ethics in Health Service Psychology
As previously stated, ethical behavior in health service psychology with regards to school
psychologists is governed by two associations: APA and NASP. APA provides guidance
for the practice of psychology at the doctoral level, considered the entry level for practice
at the doctoral level through five guiding principles (APA, 2017). NASP outlines
standards for practitioners at the masters and above level (NASP, 2010) and also
organizes these standards into four guiding principles. Thus, APA and NASP have a
number of ethical codes and principles to assist in making appropriate decisions when
dealing with ethical situations (see Appendix A). The ethical expectations for the two
organizations are similar and are describe below.
APA endorses the concepts of (a) beneficence and nonmaleficence, (b) fidelity and
responsibility, (c) integrity, (d) justice, and (e) respect for the individual’s rights and
dignity (APA, 2012). Beneficence and nonmaleficence is doing no harm to others and
making sure to benefit those being served. Fidelity and responsibility pertain to
developing trustworthy relations and awareness of professional and scientific
responsibilities to society in addition to the communities they serve. Integrity is helping
to promote accuracy, honesty, and truthfulness in the application, knowledge, and
practice of psychology. Justice is being fair and just and providing same quality access
and benefit from the contributions, procedures, practices, and services being provided by
psychologists. Respect for rights and dignity is honoring everyone’s value and selfrespect, and understanding rights of all people towards their privacy, and confidentiality
(APA, 2017). It is expected that the ethical psychologist will consider each of these
principles when interacting with others and engaging in professional practice. However,
3

some of these principles may be may not provide sufficient guidance for school
psychologists who practice within school settings (Fagan & Wise, 2007). Therefore, it is
important to also understand the ethical standards presented by NASP which are intended
to guide ethical behavior of all school psychologists regardless of setting (Fagan & Wise,
2007).
NASP presents four principles: (a) respecting dignity and rights, (b) professional
competence and responsibility, (c) honesty and integrity in professional relations, and (d)
responsibility to schools, families, communities, profession, society (NASP, 2010).
Respecting dignity, and rights encompasses carrying out practices professionally and
respecting the privacy, autonomy of people in addition to demonstrating fairness to all.
Professional competence, and responsibility includes accepting responsibility and
benefiting others with professional practices with their abilities. Honesty, and integrity
includes being faithful and truthful in practices and roles while fulfilling students’ needs
and avoiding conflicts. Responsibilities towards families, schools, communities, and
profession means encouraging ethical conduct in addition to promoting and fostering
healthy environments. (NASP, 2010)
These principles are used as the foundation for the ethical codes and professional practice
of school psychology professionals. Table 1 below summarizes these principles presented
by NASP and APA.
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Table 1
Principles of Ethics for NASP and APA (APA, 2017; NASP, 2010)
NASP
APA
Respecting dignity and rights
Respect for people’s right and
dignity
Professional competence and
Fidelity and responsibility
responsibility
Honesty and integrity in professional
Integrity
relations
Responsibility to schools, families,
Justice; and
communities, profession, society
Beneficence and nonmaleficence
Even though the above APA and NASP ethical principles and standards are
comprehensive, the complexity of various ethical dilemmas faced by practitioners often
impacts their ability to determine appropriate actions in a given situation.
Application of Ethics
It is not just important to identify ethical guidelines and standards for the field of health
service psychology and school psychology, specifically; it is important to then translate
these into practice and engage in ethical behavior at all levels. This translation is a
critical component of the profession in service provision, and also in maintaining the
reputation and integrity of the field (Jacob & Hartshorne, 2007). Ethical behavior is so
important to the profession, that it is considered one of the nine professional wide
competencies as defined by APA (2017) for training in health service psychology at APA
accredited doctoral, internship, and post-doctoral programs and is one of the NASP
standards for training (NASP, 2010a) and credentialing (NASP, 2010b). This is intended
to guarantee that ethical behavior is incorporated into all levels of training and practice.
Furthermore, it is specifically required as part of on-going professional development
5

required for credentialing by NASP. Individuals who are Nationally Certified School
Psychologists (NCSP) must obtain at least three continuing education credits specific to
ethics in the required 75 hours every 3 years (NASP, 2017). In part, the reasoning for
this requirement is based upon the complexity of ethics within the practice of mental
health psychology in the schools and the on-going development of ethical requirements in
the field. In a study of over 500 school psychologists, Armistead and colleagues
(Armistead, Castillo, Curtis, Chappel, & Cunningham, 2013) report 80% indicated they
had completed at least 25 hours of continuing professional development in the previous
year and believe ongoing education is a key professional responsibility. Furthermore,
although continuing education in intervention and assessment was most likely to be
endorsed by respondents, nearly one fifth of the respondents indicated ethical and legal
issues was a focus. Thus, graduate training and ongoing professional development in
ethical issues is considered to be critical by school psychologists at all levels. To
understand this need, it is important to understand the underpinning of ethical challenges
faced by health service psychologists and school psychologists, specifically.
Ethical issues and challenges that health service psychologists face can range from a
simple problem that can be solved independently without the involvement of authority
and consultation, to a complex ethical situation that can involve many people and may
lead towards a possible lawsuit (Oberlander & Barnett, 2005). The nature of ethical
dilemmas typically depends on the clientele served and the type of settings in which a
practitioner works. For example, ethical issues faced by a psychologist who works with
young children and families are likely to differ from those faced one who works with a
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military veteran. Furthermore, differences may be complicated by the locale of practice.
For example, studies have been examined the differences in daily challenges faced in
urban versus non-urban areas (Osborn, 2012). It is little wonder that engaging in ethical
behavior is considered one of the most challenging aspects of health service psychology.
Ethical practice within the field of school psychology is particularly complicated due to a
number of issues. One issue is the wide individual differences based on age, race,
religion, culture, etc. found within the public-school system. A second issue is that
schools come with their own unique federal mandates (e.g., Individuals with Disabilities
Educational Act; IDEA, Every Student Succeeds Act; ESSA), and district and state
policies and procedures. To add additional complexity, the demographics of school
psychologists themselves are changing (Curtis, Grier, & Hunley, 2003). There is a need
for increased diversity within the field to address the critical needs of a diverse
population and recruitment strategies for future school psychologists have begun to
address this need. With the likely change in the demographics of students entering the
field of school psychology, there is a serious need for more field-based experience so
future practitioners can put theory into practice and gain valuable experience to facilitate
appropriate ethical decision-making (Krieg, Meikamp, O’Keefe, & Stroebel, 2006). To
address the diversity found within U.S. schools and the needs of this diverse population,
there has been an expansion in the roles fulfill by school psychologists (Reschly, 2000).
For example, rural school districts are the second largest segment of U.S. schools
(Glander, 2017). Osborn (2012) identified the unique challenges of school psychologists
who work in rural areas (e.g., political and cultural dynamics of rural settings).
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As can be seen within the above discussion of challenges and the changing landscape of
health service psychology and school psychology, specifically, training in and the
practices of ethical behavior is not only a critical component of professional preparation
but is also an evolving cornerstone for professional practice. The significance of the
field-based experience and training in ethics has been extensively studied and these
studies have shown applied experiences in graduate school promote students’ perception
of preparedness (Dailor & Jacob, 2011) and confidence for independent practice (Tryon,
2001). A deep understanding of ethical behavior and decision-making is without doubt a
continuing imperative.
Ethical Decision Making
There have been numerous research studies done on critical incidents leading to ethical
dilemmas (e.g., Pope, Tabachnick, & Keith-Spiegel, 1987; Pope & Vetter, 1992) and
ethical decision making (e.g., Dailor & Jacob, 2011; Jacob & Hartshorne, 2007; JacobTrimm, 1999). Typically, this research examines the typology of ethical dilemmas which
then is used to categorize areas of concern in which psychologists need additional
guidance. Pope and colleagues (1987) examined the attitudes of 456 psychologists
towards various ethical issues using an 83-item questionnaire. The researchers asked the
participants to rate various ethical dilemmas for likely occurrence within their practice
and degree of ethical violation. The results identified 12 dilemmas that the majority of the
respondents found most difficult. In 1992, Pope and Vetter sought to identify critical
incidents to assist in the revision of APA’s code of ethics through a survey of nearly 700
psychologists. Although nearly 20% indicated they had not recently encountered a
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dilemma, others identified more than 700 ethically troubling events that were not easily
addressed within the APA code of ethics in place at that time. Notably, of the 700+
incidents, the top two most endorsed were related to: (a) confidentiality (18% of
incidents), and (b) blurred, dual, or conflictual relationships (17% of incidents). Dailor
and Jacob (2011) considered ethical dilemmas, transgressions and the role of
preparedness to systematically study ethical decision making. The results indicated that
one quarter of the 208 participants reported facing at least four types of dilemmas within
a year: (a) issues for child protective services, (b) confidentiality, (c) unethical conduct of
a colleague, and (d) maintaining test security. Jacob-Trimm (1999) found that 226 school
psychologists identified more than 200 ethical situations that could be classified broadly
into two categories: (a) those associated with employment context (e.g., administrative
pressure to act unethically), and (b) specific roles (e.g., assessment) and issues that cut
across roles (e.g., confidentiality, competence). It should be noted that 82% of identified
situations were identified by the researchers as “challenging rather than clear-cut
violations of the specific rules for professional conduct outlined in professional codes of
ethics” (p. 215); thus, rather than using the term ethical dilemma, it may be more
appropriate to refer to these challenging situations as critical incidents. Although
categorization of dilemmas is important, (Pope et al., 1987) indicated a significant need
to evaluate and analyze attitudes and behaviors of psychologists towards ethical issues to
help them with appropriate ethical decision-making. A critical need is to examine the
characteristics of critical incidents that make them difficult and make it complicated for a
practitioner to make a reasonable and appropriate decision regarding the dilemma.
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One of the difficulties in resolving a situation is how certain we are of an outcome related
to a decision. The amount of uncertainty involved in daily decision-making process
involves various principles used to lessen those doubts and to increase the likelihood of a
favorable outcome. In addition to other factors, these principles are usually based on prior
decisions, chances of predicting a valid outcome, and various biases an individual brings
to the situation (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). When it comes to ethical issues,
psychologists must be aware of the risk factors involved and the rules that must be
followed. As found by (Jacob-Timm, 1999), practitioners are more likely face difficult
situations than those that are clear-cut and easy to decide; thus, in addition to a thorough
knowledge ethical codes, the practitioners may also require skill and experience in taking
advantage of a decision-making process.
According to Williams, Armistead, and Jacob (2008), a difficult ethical dilemma should
be resolved through an analysis of the situation using problem solving strategies to
determine a course of action. One of the strategies is risk analysis (e.g., what are the
likely outcomes and consequences) of each option considered by the practitioner. In
general, risk analysis looks at the magnitude and probability of a set of consequences as
likely outcome(s) of an action (Messick & Bazzerman, 1996). However, risk analysis is
often difficult because the dilemma often does not ‘fit’ into one of the categories
presented with APA guidelines or NASP standards. For example, the risk assessment
may indicate that all options are unacceptable, or multiple and conflicting
principles/standards may be involved. Thus, when it comes to ethical decision making,
selection of the correct course of action might not be as simple and straight forward as
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may be hoped and problems and solutions may not be classified in a ‘yes/no’ or
‘black/white’ manner. There are ‘gray areas’ when determining ethical actions (Tymchuk
et al., 1982). Thus, it may be useful to conduct a systematic examination to determine
which ethical dilemmas are more difficult or lend themselves as being less clear-cut and
more of a grey area.
Decision making models. There are various other models of ethical decision
making that have been developed to assist the health service psychologist. One model
proposed by Kitchener et al. (1984) was inspired by many others’ work in different fields.
From these diverse ideas, Kitchener developed her own model for ethical decisionmaking based on five moral principles: (a) respecting autonomy, (b) doing no harm, (c)
benefiting others, (d) being just, and (e) being faithful. She recommended considering all
five principles before handling any given ethical problem to help with making the most
appropriate decision in the circumstances (Kitchener, 1985). This model has served as the
foundation for modern ethical decision-making mental health care (Urofsky, Engels, &
Engebretson, 2008). Williams and colleagues (2008) present a multi-step,
comprehensive problem-solving model for ethical decision making in the field of school
psychology that assists in examining an ethical issue in detail. This model has been
adapted from Koocher and Keith-Spiegel (1998) and includes the following seven steps:
1. Describe the problem situation,
2. Define the potential ethical-legal issues involved,
3. Consult available ethical-legal guidelines,
4. Consult with supervisor and colleagues,
11

5. Evaluate the rights, responsibilities, and welfare of all affected parties,
6. Consider alternative solutions and consequences of making each decision,
7. Make the decision and take responsibility.

It is important to note that more complex decisions often require examination of
multiple principles simultaneously. Some have suggested that level of confidence and
competence to address an ethical dilemma may be related to the amount of training and
experience of an individual (Bailey & Burch, 2016). For example, in a study of graduate
students’ ability to identify ethical dilemmas, Yang (2012) used a multidimensional
ethical scale to examine the relation between background variables and students’ ethical
values. Results indicated that doctoral students were more likely to identify a situation as
unethical than master’s students.
In part, this finding may be related to the ability to consider multiple factors within a
dilemma. In more complex dilemmas, an examination of the situation from a variety of
perspectives (e.g., those incidents involving multiple individuals, multiple settings) may
be necessary. Potential outcomes with mixed or complex implications (e.g., harm to more
than one individual, risk to one party with benefit to another party, opposing legal and
ethical concerns) are often involved in complex incidents. When more serious
consequences are likely, the complexity of the ethical dilemmas increases. Furthermore,
the more serious the aspect of the factor, the more complex the situation is likely to be.
The following matrix used within the field of applied behavior analysis (Bailey & Burch,
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2016) has been proposed regarding at least four factors related to ethical decision making
and suggests that there is a continuum across each factor that needs to be considered.
Table 2
Possible Levels of Ethical Cases and Their Levels of Complexity
Complexity
Violation
Probability of
Solution
harm
Level 1
Minor
Little to no harm
Easy
Level 2
Moderate
Little harm
Slightly difficult
Level 3
Severe
Increased
Difficult
probability
Level 4
Severe
High probability
Very difficult
Level 5
Severe
Imminent harm
Extremely
difficult
Note: Adapted from Bailey & Burch, 2016.

Legal
Issues
No
No
Possible
Yes
Yes

Using their matrix approach, Bailey and Burch (2016) proposed that those individuals
in the field of applied behavior analysis with more experience and/or training are better
equipped to manage more complex dilemmas. Specifically, those individuals with
minimal training and experience (i.e., Board Certified Assistant Behavior Analyst;
BCaBA) should only be expected to manage mildly complex incidents at Level 1, those
with mid-level experience and training (i.e., Board Certified Behavior Analyst; BCBA)
are competent to manage more complex incidents (i.e., those found at Levels 2 and 3),
and those with doctoral-level training (i.e., Board Certified Behavior Analyst-Doctoral;
BCBA-D) are competent manage the most complex incidents (i.e., those found at Levels
4 and 5). Although this proposal is specific to the field of behavior analysis, it is possible
that classification of ethical dilemmas into levels of complexity can be useful in the field
of school psychology. Further, by exploring the professionals’ amount of exposure to
13

incidents may assist in understanding individuals’ perceptions of their preparedness and
competence to manage critical incidents that potentially pose an ethical dilemma.
Summary
Ethical practice in the various areas of health service psychology is critical. School
Psychologists potentially face more complex critical incidents than other psychologists.
Although categorization of critical incidents may assist in understanding ethical
dilemmas, ethical decision-making skills are essential in addressing challenging
situations and it is likely that understanding preparedness and competence in ethical
decision-making are an important component within decision-making.
Statement of the Problem
It has been well established that ethical behavior of the health service provider is
imperative. Additionally, there is evidence to suggest school psychologists face critical
incidents that pose potential ethical dilemmas that are often very complex due to
complicating variables. These complicating variables include (but are not limited to): (a)
the need to interact with a variety of stakeholders such as parents, teachers, and
administrators; (b) the need to balance district policies and procedures and legal
mandates; and (c) the potential for multiple relationships in the school setting. These
issues make ethical decision making a critical skill for school psychologists.
Although there are numerous studies regarding ethical decision making in mental health
professionals, as indicated by Chavelier and Lyon (1993), most of these studies have
focused on identification and classification of ethical dilemmas or practitioners’
agreement regarding reaction(s) to specific vignettes containing ethical dilemmas.
14

Additionally, there have been few studies to examine characteristics of the professional
that may influence the ability to manage critical incidents that may pose an ethical
dilemma. Further, although Bailey and Burch (2016) have suggested a model to assist in
determining the competence of an individual to manage critical incidents, this model has
only been promoted as applicable to behavior analysts. Thus far, there is no model
within the field of school psychology to assist in understanding level of ethical
competence based upon experience and training to inform ethical decision making.
Purpose of this Study
This proposed study aims to examine school psychologists’ professional characteristics
with regards to managing critical incidents that pose potential ethical violations.
Specifically, this study will evaluate school psychologists’ perceptions of incidents with
regard to (a) the frequency of occurrence; (b) the likelihood that the incident poses an
ethical violation, has legal implications, and may result in harm; and (c) the level of
difficulty in determining an ethical outcome for the situation. Additionally, this study
seeks to evaluate a model (Bailey & Burch, 2016) that may assist in understanding the
school psychologist’s competence to manage a critical incident based upon their
perceptions of the level of complexity of the incident.
Research Questions
The following research questions will be addressed within this study:
1. Which incidents do school psychologists most often encounter in their practice?
(i.e., experience)
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2. Which incidents are most likely to be rated by school psychologists as an ethical
violation? (i.e., ethical violation)
3. Which incidents are most likely to be rated by school psychologists as causing
harm? (i.e.. harm)
4. Which incidents are rated by school psychologists as more difficult to resolve?
(i.e., solution)
5. Which incidents are more likely to be rated by school psychologists as having
legal implications? (i.e., legal)
6. Using ratings of experience, harm, legal implication, and ethical violation which,
if any, predict the ease of resolution? (i.e., solution)
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Ethics
This chapter will provide an overview of ethics in mental health service psychology (e.g.,
school psychology) including, background and history of ethics and the importance of
education and training in ethics and ethical decision making, including research regarding
the ability of individuals to engage in ethical decision-making. This will be followed by
an exploration of the factors that may impact ethical decision making and two models
that can be used to guide individuals in understanding the complexity of ethical decision
making and expectations for an individual’s functioning as an effective decision-maker
based on training and experience.
History of Ethics
The area of morality and ethics have long been a topic of interest in most professional
fields. However, since the field of psychology emerged in the late nineteenth century, it
has had a relatively recent importance. It was not until the 1950s that APA created its
first version of ethical standards for practice (The Code), a 170-page document (Smith,
2003) with contributions from 2,000 professionals and in which ethical dilemmas were
described. These ethical standards have been revised several times since then, with the
most recent revision occurring in 2002 with amendments in 2010 and 2016 (APA, 2017).
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One driving force within the development of morality and ethical guidelines in health
service psychology has been the exposure of unethical behavior in historical human
subjects’ research (e.g., Tuskeegee syphilis studies) and more recent news reports (Hersh,
2004) on professional practice activities (e.g., practices at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq in
the mid to late 2000s). These actions have focused not only the field of health service
psychology, but the general population, on the need for guidelines and rules to govern the
behavior of psychologists.
Historical record of ethics in psychology and health-related fields
The National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences (Resnik, 2015) presents a
timeline of psychology and medical research starting in 1932 and revealed numerous
experiments across decades that were conducted prior to the development of The Code or
the principles of morality developed after the mid twentieth century. For example, in
medical field in 1932, the U.S. Department of Health initiated the well-known Tuskegee
Syphilis Study (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015) in which researchers
withheld treatment and knowledge of research participation from 400 African American
men to study the effects of untreated syphilis. The study was carried out across several
decades, ending in 1972 after a news story of the experiment was published. The impact
on the lives of these men and their families was significant. In 1944, government
sponsored research was conducted to observe the effects of radiation on cancer patients,
pregnant women and military personnel without their consent or knowledge (Marks,
1979). Additional examples of research that stepped over the ethical edge include the
mind control experiments that were conducted by the military in 1950 (McCally, Cassel,
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& Kimball, 1994) and the Willowbrook hepatitis studies (Krugman, 1986) also conducted
in the 1950s. In these studies, by Saul Krugman and others intentionally infected
children with mentally disabilities at a state school with hepatitis with the goal of
observing the natural progression of the disease across time. These research efforts have
long been condemned by the psychology field and held as examples of violations of the
rights of vulnerable populations.
During the early years of psychology, it was not only practitioners who committed ethical
violations. Psychology faculty also engaged in controversial research that are now
famous examples used to illustrate the need for ethics in the psychology field. In 1961
and 1962, Stanley Milgram carried out his famous obedience experiments (Milgram,
1963) which involved the simulated administration of electric shock to subjects in an
effort to prove a willingness to commit to morally wrong actions when following the
orders of an authority. In 1971, Philip Zimbardo conducted his Stanford prison
experiments (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973) to study the impact of interpersonal and
social determinants by creating a mock prison and making the participants role-play
prisoners and guards. The study ended abruptly as most of the participants reported
extreme distress and a graduate assistant insisted the study must end. As can be seen from
these examples, there is a long list of controversial research studies that have been the
subject of numerous discussions about ethics in research and the application of codes of
ethics (Bozeman, Slade, & Hirsch, 2009; Reznick, 2015).
By the late 1960s and early 1970s, the media and government began placing strong focus
on the unethical research practices with human participants; and in 1979, the National
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Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral
Research (NCPHSBBR, 1979) issued The Belmont Report, a key document in human
research ethics regulations in the U.S. (NIEHS, 2017). The Belmont Report is
foundational for federal regulation referred to as ‘The Common Rule’ (Office for
Research Protections, 2017b). The Common Rule was established in 1981 to govern
Institutional Review Boards (IRB) in their oversight of human subjects’ research. In
2017, The Final Rule (Resnik, 2015) was developed to address controversial issues
related to the use of biological samples. However, this regulation has been placed on
hold by the government in anticipation of changes to federal regulations. The current
regulation of the protection of human subjects is founded upon the work of the Office of
Human Research Protection (OHRP) and Title 45 Code of Federal Regulations, Part 46
(45 CFR 46; OHRP, 2009; Office of Research Protections, 2017a). Together, these
documents (The Common Rule, The Final Rule, and 45 CFR 46) provide guidance on the
ethical treatment of human subjects in research.
Professional ethics. As a result of revelations and violations of human subjects,
the need for oversight of the ethical behavior within the field of psychology became
obvious and a focus of professional organizations. In the 1950s, APA created the first
version of ethical standards for the practice of psychology. These standards have been
revised numerous times since then. The evolution of the code of ethics over the past
century signifies how important it is for psychologists to know and understand these
principles and their application in the respective state any practitioner choses to work.
The initial code of ethics was developed through critical-incident technique (by
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interviewing and surveying the professional psychologists in the field and through
focusing on various critical issues causing potential problems for the practitioners; Canter
et al., 1994). The first document which focused on themes/dilemmas consisted of 170
pages, ever since the code of ethics has been revised over 9 times with the latest revision
being in 2002 and amended in 2010 (APA, 2012). The principles and code of ethics are
used to create a sense of accountability for the professional psychologists and to make
sure that they keep in mind their responsibility to be familiar with the code and the laws
that govern their actions (Canter et al., 1994).
In order to assist in the understanding of ethics and to assist professionals in engaging in
ethical behavior, psychology programs began teaching ethics through formal course
work. Initially, ethics was not a required course within psychology graduate study; but
across time, the field of psychology recognized the importance of required ethics
coverage within psychology curriculum, as well applied experience to develop ethical
behavior. This need has been stressed in the past several decades. There are numerous
graduate and professional psychology degree programs which are accredited by APA and
NASP to ensure quality ethical education. Additionally, there are board certification
available from both APA And NCSP from APA to further guarantee the continuing
education and professional training for the psychologists in health service psychology.
These certifications require the practitioners to make sure that they engage in ongoing
professional development and stay up to date on any potential/upcoming changes to the
ethical standards.
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Summary. Following evidence of the need for ethical guidance in psychology
and based upon public outcry for ethical standards, significant changes in the practice and
implementation of psychology have occurred across the past seven decades. However,
there remains a need for constant examination of ethics and ethical behavior, so these
standards can be adapted and updated to reflect changing times and evolving practices.
Furthermore, it has become evident that is not sufficient to have knowledge of ethics;
rather it is imperative that ethical behavior is engaged in by psychologists in their
professional work. This application is often referred to as ethical decision making.
Ethical Decision-making
In the application of psychological ethics, it is critical to follow the moral principles
developed by APA and NASP. Realizing that, Kitchener (1985) created a model of
ethical decision making for practitioners in the field of psychology. He believed that
ethical decision making is situational dependent and that individual circumstances
determine the ethical rules, principles, and theories to be followed. Kitchener (1985)
identified five principles drawn from Beauchamp and Childress’ (1983) work on
biomedical ethics: (a) autonomy, (b) non-maleficence; (c) beneficence; (d) justice, and
(e) fidelity. According to Kitchener et al. (1984) the principle of autonomy is giving
others the ability to make and act on their own decisions. Non-maleficence is one of the
most important principles and focuses on doing no harm. Justice is the principle that
acknowledges that not everyone can be treated the exact same way, but everyone
deserves an explanation for the reason they were treated in a certain way. Beneficence is
making the welfare of others a priority. Fidelity is about being loyal as a practitioner and
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making sure that all the commitments are honored and fulfilled. Kitchener (1985)
maintained that in any given ethical situation the psychologist must consider each of
these five principles. Furthermore, in complex situations such as when any of these
principles are in conflict, an examination of each principle can facilitate the decisionmaking process.
Across the years, Kitchener (1985) has been the foundation of ethics in a variety
of fields. For example, Ebbesen (2011) examined the work of biomedical ethicists
Rendtorff and Kemp (2000) and Beauchamp and Childress (1983) and found a
cohesiveness within ethical guidelines across numerous fields including health services.
Ebbessen (2011) found that Beauchamp and Childress (1983) identified beneficence,
nonmaleficence, autonomy, and justice as vital across fields; whereas, Rendtorff and
Kemp (2000) cited an individualistic approach and list the ethical principles of autonomy,
dignity, integrity, and vulnerability as more widespread and applicable in ethical decision
making. Based on his analysis, Ebbesen (2011) concluded that the opinions of these two
sets of theorists have drawbacks and, while not mutually exclusive, have a narrow focus
based upon the theorists’ paradigm. However, one concept was clear, ethical principles in
decision making in any field needs to be comprehensive and applicable to the concerning
field.
At the same time as Kitchener was proposing his five ethical principles, Rest
(1984) presented his four main components for moral development after summarizing
and reviewing the literature on morality. According to Rest (1984), the first step in
carrying out any moral behavior would be to consider the parties involved and how one’s
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actions can impact the lives of the people involved, the second step includes considering
what line of action would be most just to carry out and if there are any alternatives that
can be more appropriate and fair, the third step is finalizing the most fair action or
behavior and the final step is actually carrying out the decision to do the right thing in the
particular moral dilemma. (Rest, 1984)
While neither Kitchener’s five ethical principles nor Rest’s moral development
components are the definitive answer to ethical decision making, they have provided
valuable guidance to psychologists who seek to behave in an ethical manner.
Furthermore, Kitchener’s ethical principles and Rest’s components of moral development
have provided the foundation for research and education in ethical decision making in
psychology.
Development of ethical decision making. Given the foundation provided by
Kitchener (1985) and Rest (1984), the field of ethics was able to move forward and focus
on promoting the development and training of ethical behavior in professionals. Because
ethics and the ethical responsibilities in any given field is foundational, it critical that this
subject matter is taught to those entering that field. DePalma and Drake (1956) stressed
the importance of an ethics-focused curriculum for professional psychology graduate
students (i.e., those who will become practicing psychologists), including coursework and
training in an applied setting. However, according to the authors, in the 1950s many
psychology graduate programs did not offer a course in ethics; and in those that did the
course was elective. Since that time there have been significant changes in psychology
graduate curriculum and ethics courses are compulsory in graduate studies.
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Based on Kitchener et al.’s (1984) five principles of ethics, Brown and Kreger (1985)
examined the multiple roles that faculty and students play during graduate education and
used this to further evaluate the development of ethical behavior and decision-making.
The authors suggested that everyone, regardless of level of training, should follow clear
and concise principles when it comes to dealing with ethical issues. According to Brown
and Krager (1985) these principles are important to avoid ethical dilemmas in academic
settings specifically during graduate education. Thus, it is imperative in the education
and training of health service psychologist, that faculty to guide students through ethical
decision making and encourage development of the foundational skills and perspectives
for ethical decision making. One critical aspect of ethical behavior is moral judgement.
Moral judgement addresses the way behavior and moral functioning occurs and the
capacities it requires (Rest, 1984) and is critical in the development of ethical-decision
making. Kitchener et al. (1984) examined the longitudinal changes in moral judgment
and ego development in young adults. She studied 80 students from three different groups
(i.e., 20 high school, 40 college, and 20 doctoral students). Each participant was tested in
1977 and then again two years later in 1979. The study used three different tests: (a) the
Defining Issues Test, designed to assess development of moral judgement (Kohlberg,
1976); (b) the Sentence Completion Test, in which participants were asked to complete
36 sentences on moral and ego development; and (c) the Concept Mastery Test, an
objective test of verbal ability. After analyzing the longitudinal data results showed that
moral development is ongoing. Furthermore, sex differences in moral judgement were
found. However, these differences appear to be the effect of a moderating variable (i.e.,
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verbal ability), which was found to be higher in female participants. Based upon these
results, it can be conceived that faculty in psychology programs can shape the moral
development of students and enhance their ethical decision-making skills. However, it is
important to have a deeper understanding of factors may influence this development in
students and professionals.
Training and Experience in Ethic Decision-making
The professional guidelines followed by practitioners to protect those being
served are undeniably important in any field of health service psychology. The role of
ethics and the significance of the principles of ethics in ethical decision-making has been
explained through Rest’s (1984) and Kitchener et al.’s (1984) models of ethical
principles. The psychological processes of morality (e.g., welfare of others, fairness of
action, selecting among competing values, execute and implicate the intended action)
described by Rest (1984) and the five main ethical principles stated by Kitchener et al.
(1984; i.e., autonomy, justice, beneficence, nonmaleficence, and fidelity) lead the way
toward encouraging supervisors to support the supervisee in learning the practical use of
ethical principles within ethical decision-making during training.
Nagle (1987) suggested various topics and methods that can incorporate ethics into
related courses and training of school psychologists. He focused on the importance of
professional and ethical issues that emerge during graduate school when students are
learning the ‘craft’ of school psychology and into practice after graduate training as the
newly minted professional enters the field. He also emphasized the need to include up-todate practices, methods, and topics in the coursework and training. Techniques such as
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modeling to help the students learn application of knowledge through examples, different
settings and conditions were cited as useful strategy. Another suggested strategy was to
offer different seminars in ethics which allows more active discussion and engagement,
and helps students learn in a less structured manner than that offered in didactic courses.
Further, he stated there should be ample opportunities for students to get involved in
practicum-based processes and experiences, so they can learn first-hand the importance
of ethics within assessment, consultation, intervention, and the first-hand experience of
research in action. Overall, the field of school psychology has seen an expansion and
progress across the years in providing a range of learning opportunities to expand the
novice professional’s understanding and application of ethics, including seminars and
hands-on experiences offered in graduate training. Hands-on experiences require close
monitoring of the new professional’s skills, which is often accomplished through
supervision.
Ethics supervision. One of the most important factors in training and experience
of school psychology students and practitioners is the role of a supervisor and/or mentor
to the graduate student. Kitchener (1992) discusses the importance of the role a
psychologist plays as a teacher and as a mentor. According to Kitchener, a teacher is
viewed as a mentor by students and, therefore, must focus on two very crucial points
related to ethics. First, because students learn from observing, the teacher must follow
ethical principles in his or her own interactions with students and others. Second, a
teacher must be very professional and ethical when a student engages in possible
unethical behavior. Thus, if the teacher portrays ethical standards in daily practice two
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goals are accomplished: (a) this direct form of education will assist the student to learn
through daily observations and practice. and (b) the mentor’s behavior and actions would
serve as informal course content for the students.
In a study by Vasquez (1992), the role of the supervisor as a promoter of ethical
principles was explored. The findings of the study highlighted the role of ethical behavior
and actions during training, and also stressed the significance of a supervisor’s role in
teaching a supervisee the ethically appropriate action in the field. Moreover, the
significance of the ethical positions that a supervisor holds while training a supervisee
were also found to be important. According to Vasquez (1992), the ethical attitude and
competency of the supervisor plays an integral part in teaching the practical use of ethics
to the students and supervisees in the field. Based upon the findings of his study, Vasquez
discussed various implications of the ethical models and the job of a supervisor as a
trainer to the others. Furthermore, he states that as professionals the most substantial duty
falls on the supervisor’s shoulders to train the supervisee specifically in knowledge of
ethics, ethical behavior, providing exposure to develop competency and to assess the
possible limitations of the future professional in addition to providing them with
constructive feedback. Vasquez (1992) insists that above mentioned components should
be included in the evaluation criteria for every supervisee to make sure that we are
fulfilling the ethical responsibility as a supervisor and as a professional.
In addition to the responsibility that educators and supervisors hold another significant
factor that plays a vital role in determining proper resolution of a given ethical
challenging situation is ongoing training and development for practitioners in the field.
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In a survey of Division 12, Tymchuk and colleagues (1982), looked at clinical
psychologists’ view of ongoing training and education in resolving ethical issues and
consistency within the ethical decision-making process. Survey items were used to
measure attitudes towards professional education in ethics and vignettes with common
ethical dilemmas (e.g., harm to clients, assessment, confidentiality, competence of the
practitioner, responsibility of the practitioner and legal ethical issues) were used to
evaluate ability to evaluate decision making abilities. The survey was sent to 500 division
members, with 113 returning surveys. The findings suggested that there was a distinction
between some ethical issues as being easier to handle and resolve as compared to others.
The vignettes that were considered relatively easy were common occurrences and
participants were updated and informed on the issue as compared to some of the rare
occurring ethical dilemmas that the participants might not be aware of. The results from
the second part of the questionnaire that analyzed the attitudes of participants towards
professional training and education in ethics suggest that almost all the psychologists had
education is ethics and 99% reported being familiar with the ethical standards from APA.
Although majority of the participants referred to the ethical standards, 58% of the
participants admitted not being well informed with the current and complex issues in the
field of psychology. The overall findings suggest that even though fields concerning
health service psychology requires and educates the future practitioners, there is still a
great need for updated education, training, in addition to having clear and comprehensive
ethical standards. The ethical guidelines can act as more than just a list of rules if they are
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updated according to the current ethical issues faced by the psychologists, to help the
practitioners stay educated and trained in ethical decision-making.
One particular difficulty is equating the types of dilemmas faced by psychologists. The
different types of dilemmas and the problems associated with facing those ethical issues
have been studied in various fields. Pope and Vetter (1992) examine the ethical dilemma
faced by professional psychologists. They analyze a random sample of 1,319 members of
the APA and ask them to describe the ethical dilemmas they face. In total, 679 responses
from psychologists reported 703 incidents, where APA code of ethics is not helpful to
them, out of these 15 were reported in the field of school psychology. The author argued
that although there is an APA code of ethics to handle ethical issues but still there are
certain incidents that are not properly address in this code. He suggested that the code
should be updated based on contemporary empirical data of incidences faced by APA
members. This idea of updating the code of ethics based on empirical data, should be
applied to all the fields relating to humanities where practitioners must work with
individuals daily. When it comes to a field focusing on working with individuals the
ethical issues can be ever-changing and complicated enough where the code of ethics
needs to be updated regularly to meet the needs of the practitioners facing the dilemmas
in the field.
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Table 3
Possible Levels of Ethical Cases and Their Levels of Complexity
Complexity
Violation
Probability of
Solution
harm
Level 1
Minor
Little to no harm
Easy
Level 2
Moderate
Little harm
Slightly difficult
Level 3
Severe
Increased
Difficult
probability
Level 4
Severe
High probability
Very difficult
Level 5
Severe
Imminent harm
Extremely
difficult
Note: Adapted from Bailey & Burch, 2016.

Legal
Issues
No
No
Possible
Yes
Yes

In addition to focusing on different fields and articles concerning ethical issues, one
of the issues of the Journal of Canadian Psychology (Sinclair, 1988) emphasized on
professional issues specifically ethical issues and the experiences of students while
conducting therapy. This specific ethical issue presented in front of committee was
concerning group sessions and how much training is required for a student to be carrying
out a session like that. This distinct dilemma is one of the less extensively researched
topics especially when it comes to the exact issues regarding therapy experiences in
groups, the training required, the administration and the supervising of group therapy
sessions. The main goal of the whole issue and the articles included in the issue was to
discuss this problem and indicate solutions and suggest recommendations.
As a part of health service psychology, the profession of school psychology
encounters many unique ethical situations that may be specific to the field. In addition to
the field of school psychology all the other helping professions dealing with complex
population may also face such exceptional challenges. According to Castro-Atwater and
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Hohnbaum (2015) the educators and supervisors in the human service related professions
carry the responsibility to prepare and impart knowledge onto the upcoming practitioners
regarding the many aspects of ethical-decision making. The authors introduce a training
model used at an urban university’s social work and school psychology graduate program
called “Top Five Ethical Lessons” plan (Castro-Atwater & Hohnbaum, p. 273), in
addition to discussing the practicality of this model used for graduate students and
trainees in fieldwork. (Castro-Atwater & Hohnbaum, 2015). The article lists the top five
ethical lessons used in the model as:
1.

Look before you leap (Solving the dilemma by first figuring out the applicable
ethical guidelines),

2.

Take COVER (COVER stands for Codes, Outcomes, Values, Editorial, Rules;
use a comprehensive multi-step ethical decision-making model),

3.

You are not a wise owl: The role of integrity (Accepting your own limitations
within the profession),

4.

Understanding that confidentiality has pitfalls (for example: harm to others, dualrole issues),

5.

Don’t ‘turn a blind eye’ (Speak up when needed, report the problems and ethical
issues to observe).

The article concludes how important the role of hands on training and supervision
is when it comes to educating and preparing the soon-to-be professionals and
practitioners. According to the authors, the use of this model may provide the health
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service psychology fields with a prospective comprehensive training model to potentially
equip the graduate students with the training they need to navigate through the complex
ethical dilemmas in practical field. (Castro-Atwater & Hohnbaum, 2015)
Use of ethical dilemmas. A method used to provide simulated practice in ethical
decision making using ethical situations (also known as ethical dilemmas) that require
knowledge and application of ethical principles. These situations can be thought of as
ethical dilemmas which can range from a simple issue to a complicated situation. In a
simple, case a psychologist may be requested to share information with another
professional with implications for confidentiality and the need to obtain a release to share
the information. A complicated situation might, for example, involve multiple parties
with limited knowledge of school law (e.g., various stakeholders such as parents,
teachers, administrators) who place pressure on a psychologist during a meeting to make
an unsupported decision about student’s eligibility. In this situation, there are not only
ethical implications but also ones that are legal. Furthermore, professional relationships
may be strained, and the student’s educational future may be permanently altered.
Another complicated situation might occur in a medical setting in which federal laws
such as Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) may also be
violated. Thus, although a knowledge and understanding of ethics is important, the
engagement in determining a course of ethical behavior is imperative. Because ethical
dilemmas are often complicated and lack an unambiguous choice, the professional must
have direct guidance in the application of ethical behavior.
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One critical consideration is the types of ethical dilemmas that confront students
and early career professionals and their perceived ability to manage ethical issues and use
problem solving processes to resolve ethical decisions. There may be various differences
in dilemmas relative to setting and type of clientele served, and it is important to consider
what types of dilemmas may cause the practitioner to make a decision that could possibly
be ethically challenging.
Types of ethical dilemmas. Fly and colleagues (1997) considered the ethical
misbehavior in graduate students in psychology which could be used as ‘teachable
moments’ in which ethical behavior is taught based upon real naturally occurring
situations/dilemmas (i.e., critical incidents) within graduate education settings. Several
studies have examined the ability of the graduate students. The authors used the critical
incident technique (CIT) developed by Flanagan (1954) to look at the most reported
incidents of ethical transgressions from the graduate psychology programs. CIT involves
the use of vignettes to examine responses to an issue, situation, or dilemma through an
interview or similar response system. The purpose of using CIT in this study was to take
advantage of the flexible set of rules that can be modifiable within different settings. The
researchers used the CIT questionnaires to gain detailed information regarding the ethical
incidents from 243 graduate program directors from the United States and Canada. A
total of 75 questionnaires were retuned in which 89 incidents were reported by 47
participants, while the other 28 respondents reported no incidents or chose not to respond.
The researchers were able to put these incidents into eight ranked categories of ethical
transgressions: (a) issues involving confidentiality (25% reporting); (b) professional
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boundaries sexual and nonsexual (20% reporting); plagiarism or falsification of data
(15% reporting); welfare of the client (10% reporting); procedural breach with ethical
implications (10% reporting); competency (9% reporting); integrity-dishonesty (8%
reporting); and misinterpretation of credentials (3% reporting). Further, the directors
indicated that 54% of the graduate students involved in these ethical issues had taken an
ethics course. With dual relationships and confidentiality as the most prevalent incidents,
the researchers maintain that these should be provided increased emphasis in graduate
training. For example, both confidentiality and dual relationships need more attention
because these issues can occur under complicated conditions and a much deeper
understanding of confidentiality is warranted (Fly et al., 1997).
In another study exploring ethical violations of graduate students, Tryon (2000) asked
program directors listed in the Directory of School Psychology Graduate Programs
(Thomas, 1998) to reflect on ethical violations committed by their students. The
directors were asked to indicate three ethical violations committed by their students in
past 5 years and to grade how problematic they believed the students found different
ethical aspects of professional school psychology such as maintaining clients’
confidentiality, accurately representing credentials, reporting data accurately and
maintaining test security. Results showed that violations dealt primarily with issues
involving confidentiality, competence, and professional and academic honesty. The
findings also indicate that the directors believed the majority of students would not find
most ethical issues problematic.

35

In summary the role of continuous training, on-going professional development, and
education is extremely important when it comes to ethical decision-making and resolving
ethically challenging dilemmas. Without the latest knowledge and information on ethical
code and principles, the practitioners will not be able to properly resolve a given ethical
problem even if it is not the most complicated issues they have faced in the field. The
incorporation of training and education then becomes a significantly important factor for
health service psychology practitioners working in the field.
Perceived ability to manage ethical dilemmas. It is important that students and
early career psychologists obtain a sense that they have the ability to solve ethical
dilemmas. One important factor that researchers have explored in relation to learning
ethical behavior is the amount of education and guided exposure to ethical dilemmas
associated with graduate study. In the field of school psychology professionals may have
one of two degrees, the equivalent of a specialist degree or the doctorate. An Ed.S. (or a
master’s degree plus a certificate of advanced study, CAGS) degree requires at least 60
hours of graduate study including a supervised specialist-level internship experience
(NASP, 2010). The doctoral degree requires at least 90 hours of graduate study and a
greater depth in one or more school psychology competencies such as “a practice
specialization, supervision or leadership competency, preparation for specialized roles or
settings such as research or graduate instruction” (NASP, 2010, p. 4). Although there are
slight differences in the curricula and aims of the two degrees, both must have
competence in ethical decision-making. The development of skills in ethical decision
making has been of great interest to those who educate health service psychologists. Two
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important times for development in ethical decision-making skills are during graduated
school where foundations for ethical behavior are laid, and during the first years of
professional practice.
Tryon (2001) investigated students’ beliefs regarding their ability to handle ethical issues
and the concerns that they have regarding these issues through survey methodology with
233 doctoral students (i.e., 41 males and 192 females) from APA accredited school
psychology programs. He described 12 ethical issues reportedly faced by students at
various stages of their graduate studies and in the field (e.g., during
practicum/internship). These included: (a) requests to violate child and adolescent
confidentiality; (b) requests for unauthorized individuals to examine test item content; (c)
mandated reporting of child abuse; (d) possible ethical violations by colleagues; (e)
requests to falsify test results; (f) discussions with clients about the limits of
confidentiality; (g) obtaining consent and assent for research; (h) parental pressure to
misclassify children; (i) dual relationship issues; (j) child custody issues; (k) crisis
situations; and (l) potentially violent clients. Additionally, students who reported having
taken ethics related courses and those who had more years of graduate education felt
more confident about their ability to deal with ethical issues. Using a multidimensional
ethical scale to examine the relation between background variables and students’ ethical
values, Yang (2012) found similar results suggesting greater experience enhances ethical
awareness and decision making. In this study, three dilemmas related to academic
dishonesty to assess the ethical level of students at master and PhD level were presented
to 436 masters and 142 doctoral students. Results showed the doctoral students believed
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that plagiarism and falsification were more unethical than did the master students. As
further support, Dailor and Jacob’s (2011) study of practicing psychologists’ perceptions
of preparedness to handle ethical dilemmas also found results supporting the advantage of
ethics training on multi-level (e.g., ethics course-work, instruction and addressing ethics
in practicum/internship during graduate school).
The previously mentioned Dailor and Jacob (2011) study explored the self-perceived
level of preparedness of 208 school psychologists to face ethically challenging situations.
The participants were also asked to describe common ethical issues and the strategies
they used to deal with the challenging issues, and those ethical dilemmas and challenging
situations most often faced by practitioners in the field. The school psychologists
identified the following issues: (a) failure to follow-up (not contacting the students,
teachers, or parents after the testing process is completed), (b) handling administrative
pressure, (c) confidentiality issues when reporting a child’s at-risk behavior to parents,
and (d) complications associated with suspected child abuse. These results are similar to
Tryon’s (2001) findings. Furthermore, participants who reported more preparedness also
were more likely to use a more systematic approach to their decision making.
Setting and type of clientele served. One difficulty within providing education
to students is the variety of settings and the types of clientele that will be served by the
health service psychologist. One common way to consider the settings in which schoolbased school psychologists, practice is to classify the setting as rural versus urban.
Although many of the tasks completed in either setting (e.g., assessment and eligibility
determination, consultation) are similar, the conditions under which these tasks are
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completed can be very different based upon the setting. Of those research studies
examining the effect of setting and ethics and ethical decision making, some focus on
rural settings since small/rural communities face more specific issues as compared to
urban communities (Osborn, 2012).
In a rare study, Osborn (2012) analyzed ethical dilemmas faced by those who
practice in rural communities. The author argues that rural communities have some
unique features that are not observed in urban communities. Campbell and Gordon
(2003) looked at eight different characteristics that are specific to rural settings: (a)
members of the community are viewed as family members regardless of legal
relationships; (b) members of the community exert great effort to know the personal and
social information of others; (c) Traditional settings (not a lot of change & diversity
present in rural areas); (d) relationships are long term often with complicated histories;
(e) there is often toleration of certain behaviors and strong condemnation of other
behaviors that violate local mores; (f) there is an enhanced reliance on the family and
community to assist with difficult situations; (g) there is strong suspicion of noncommunity members and outsiders; and (h) often multiple dual relationships exist within
the community.
One specific aspect of school psychology is working with children and their
families. In addition to working with students in the school system, a recent focus of
school psychology has also been prevention of issues in school and in the community by
getting more involved with the youth and the families of the children being served
(Jimerson, Sharkey, Nyborg, & Furlong, 2004). By concentrating on the strengths of the
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children, and the families the practitioners have the opportunity to prevent any possible
issues in the future for the students.
Summary of the development of ethical decision-making. This brief review of
research results indicates that when it comes to ethical standards, training and experience,
the dilemmas faced by the graduate students or practitioners do not always have to be
extremely challenging to make a school psychologist to critically evaluate their decisionmaking abilities and their level of training. Furthermore, these results suggest the
advantage of formal training in ethics and the additive value of hands-on experience in
enabling students and early career practitioners to feel well-prepared to work
independently.
Summary
The proposed study hopes to utilize the past literature by developing a
multidimensional scale for ethics in the field of school psychology. The significance of
studying ethics and the process of decision making in complex situations has been
analyzed many times. The ample amount of research has focused on numerous factors
including, training, experience, exposure, types of degree, types of dilemmas, and the
impact of these particular factors in multiple fields. The review of literature has unable to
provide enough evidence of research in studying ethics specifically in the field of school
psychology. The current study plans to take advantage of this scale to analyze the
complex ethical situations the practitioners face on field and their attitudes towards those
ethical dilemmas.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study was to examine school psychologists’ professional
characteristics with regard to managing critical incidents that pose potential ethical
violations and to evaluate the model proposed by Bailey and Burch (2016) for applied
behavior analysists to understand school psychologists’ competence to manage a critical
incident based upon perceptions of the level of complexity of the incident. In this chapter,
the methodology used for this research is presented including: (a) participants, (b)
instruments used, (c) description of independent and dependent variables, (d) procedures
followed to gather the data, and (e) data analyses.
Participants
Participants for this study included graduate students and professionals in the field
of school psyc0hology (e.g., school psychologists are defined as practitioners working
and helping children and youth, academically, behaviorally, socially and emotionally
within the context of their family, school, and community), located in the United States
of America. IRB approval was obtained once the methodology and materials used in this
proposed study were approved by the committee members (see Appendix G for IRB
correspondence). The number of participants was calculated using the G-Power statistical
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program (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) to estimate the best number of
participants needed for the data collection based upon the number of variables used in the
study. The G-power calculation indicated a total of estimated 129 participants were
required for the analysis of this study (See Appendix F for G-power calculation).
Recruitment for the current study was based upon the suggested sample size of 129
participants to achieve a power of .95 at a .05 level of significance with an effect size of
.15, determined via G*Power analyses (Faul et al., 2009)
Participant recruitment was designed to obtain a broad sample of school psychologists
from across the U.S., including graduate students in school psychology. One recruitment
resource for participant recruitment purposes was established communities, special
interest groups (Examples included School psychology special interest groups on
Facebook like ‘Sincerely, School Psychologist’ and ‘School Psyched, Your School
Psychologist’), and other NASP networking systems. A request for participation through
these resources was disseminated through listservs and other online outreach
mechanisms. Additionally, informal networking such as reaching out to individual
school psychologists known to the researcher (e.g., colleagues, former graduates of the
MSU program) was used. Finally, to recruit graduate students and faculty, the training
coordinator of individual NASP accredited school psychology programs (nearly 200 exist
across both masters plus and doctoral level) were contacted via email to request
dissemination of the survey to faculty and students. A description of the research study
was provided to inform these organizations/communities/programs, so the potential
participants can make an informed decision.
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A total of 179 participants provided responses for the survey. Among those 179
respondents, the responses of 20 participants were not included in the analysis due to
incomplete answers and failure to complete the survey. In total, data of 159 participants
were analyzed. Participants’ demographical information are: (a) age (M=38.17 years,
SD= 10.83 years); (b) gender (see Table 4); (d) ethnicity (see Table 5); (d) level of
training (e.g., masters/specialist, doctoral; see Table 6); type of credential (see Table 7);
(e) years of experience (see Table 8); and specifics about the practice as a school
psychologist (e.g., type of setting and size; see Table 9); and (h) participant status: NonStudent (N=144, 91%) or Student (N=15, 9%). For those who were students, the number
of credit hours completed was also requested (see Table 10).
Table 4
Participants’ Descriptive Statistics for Gender
Gender
N
Male
16
Female
143
Total
159

Percentage
10%
90%
100%

Table 5
Participants’ Descriptive Statistics for Ethnicity
Ethnicity
N
African American/Black
3
Asian/Pacific Islander
6
Caucasian/White
139
Latino/Hispanic
8
Multiracial
3
Other
0
Total
159
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Percentage
1.9%
3.8%
87.4%
5.0%
1.9%
0%
100%

Table 6
Participants’ Descriptive Statistics for Degree
Degree
N
Specialist
104
Doctoral
55
Total
159

Percentage
65.4%
34.6%

100%
Note: Specialist= EdS or masters plus degree; doctoral degree=PhD,
PsyD, EdD.
Table 7
Participants’ Descriptive Statistics for Credentials
Credential
N
Percentage
Licensed as a Psychologist
30
18.9%
Credentialed School Psychologist
125
78.6%
NCSP
86
54.1%
RBT/BCaBA/BCBA/BCBA-D
2
1.3%
None
17
10.7%
Total
159
Note: NCSP=Nationally Certified School Psychologist; RBT=registered behavior
therapist; BCaBA=bachelors level therapist; BCBA=graduate level therapist;
BCBA-D=doctoral level therapist; percent totals are greater than 100% due to
multiple credentials held by participants.
Table 8
Participants’ Descriptive Statistics for Years of Experience
Years of experience
N
Percentage
Less than 3 years
17
10.7%
3 to 5 years
22
13.8%
5 to 7 years
36
22.6%
7 to 10 years
21
13.2%
More than 10 years
63
39.6%
Total
159
100%
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Table 9
Participants’ Descriptive Statistics for Practice Setting
Setting
N
Percentage
School
145
91.2%
Clinical/medical
8
5%
Department of education
1
0.6%
Private practice
8
5%
Faculty at an educational institute
17
10.7%
Total
159
Note: percent totals are greater than 100% due to participants working in multiple
settings.
Table 10
Descriptive Statistics for the Number of Credit Hours Completed as Students
Credit hours
N
Percentage
15-30 credit hours
3
16.7%
45-60 credit hours
1
5.6%
More than 60 credit hours
14
77.8%
Total
18
100%

Instruments
The following instruments were used in the current study: (a) the Demographic
Information Sheet, (b) the Multidimensional Critical Incident Scale for Ethics in School
Psychology (M-CIS), and (c) the Item Validation Measure. Each of these can be located
in Appendix B and C and are described below.
Demographic Information Sheet
The 13-item Demographic Information Sheet was developed by the primary
researcher for the purposes of this study and was administered through the Qualtrics
program and provided specific demographical information about participants. Basic
45

information gathered about participants included: gender, age, and ethnicity. Additional
information included information about level of training, experience and professional
credentials: (a) type of degree; (b) years of experience in the field; (c) professional
licensure and credentials earned; (d) practice setting; and (e) credit hours taken in
program, if the participant is a student. This information allowed further understanding of
the participants and their responses for the survey data. The demographic information
collected could help us gain a better insight into how characteristics such as level of
training and experience were related to perceptions of critical incidents. For example,
level of training, practice, and credentialing questions may allow potential understanding
of additional professional development that a participant may have related to perceptions
of critical incidents.
Multidimensional Critical Incident Scale for Ethics in School Psychology (M-CIS)
This scale was also developed by the primary researcher and her team and was
administered through the Qualtrics program. A description of the development of the
Multidimensional Critical Incident Scale for Ethics in School Psychology (M-CIS) and
the contents are provided below. The 29-item M-CIS used in this research was
developed based upon an 83-items survey used in the Pope et al. (1987) study which
sought to explore health service psychologists’ ethical beliefs, actions, and practice.
Specifically, the M-CIS was developed and named by the author and her research team.
Presented as critical incidents, the 29 items used in this scale were intended to only apply
to the work of school psychologist (e.g., reference to school situations and school
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culture), rather than all practicing psychologists who were survey in the study by Pope
and colleagues (Pope et al., 1987).
Development & modification of items. Pope and colleagues’ 83-item survey
(Pope et al., 1987) primarily focused on eliciting information on the psychologists’
perspective of a critical incident (e.g., “Altering a diagnosis to meet insurance criteria”,
“Raising the fee during the course of therapy”, “Performing forensic work for a
contingency fee”; p. 995) and how frequently the incident might occur within the scope
of practice as a therapist. The three provided examples are not relevant to practice as a
school psychologist because no fees are charged to the individual by school psychologists
who provide services as an employee of the school district, either as a service personnel
or consultant to the district. However, items such as “Filing an ethics complaint against a
colleague”, “Accepting a gift from a client worth $50”, and “Breaking confidentiality to
report child abuse” (p. 995-996) are examples that can be generalized to the school
setting. The current study intended to examine similar incidents that may occur within
the practice of school psychology; therefore, only items applicable to the practice of
school psychology were included in the M-CIS. To make this aspect more salient, the
wording for some items was modified slightly (e.g., “client” was changed to “student”,
the setting was modified to refer to school or non-school setting).
The set of questions were then evaluated to determine the questions represented the four
NASP categories ethical behavior:
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1. Respecting dignity and rights - School psychologists demonstrate professional
practices that maintain the dignity of all individuals and respect the autonomy,
privacy of persons and fair treatment of all persons;
2. Professional competence and responsibility - School psychologist acts to
benefit others. They must practice within the boundaries of their competence,
and accept responsibility for their work;
3. Honesty and integrity in professional relations - School psychologists must be
truthful and forthright about their qualifications, competencies, and roles; with
the purpose of fulfilling students’ needs and to avoid conflict; and
4. Responsibility to schools, families, communities, profession, society - School
psychologists promote healthy school, family, and community environments
and encourage ethical conduct.

In order to do this, each item was placed by the research in the category to which it was
most closely related. This revealed that one category (i.e., honesty and integrity in
professional relations) was over represented and two categories were under represented.
Further, it was also determined that some items were clearly related to only one category
(e.g., “Providing psychological services to the child of a friend”, “Seeing a minor student
without parental consent for several sessions”); whereas, other items were likely related
to multiple categories (e.g., ‘Breaking confidentiality to report child abuse’, ‘Helping a
student file a complaint against another student’). Items with potential multiple categories
were most likely to include critical incidents in which honesty and integrity in
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professional relations were not presented. In an effort to provide balance across the
categories and to make sure that there were multiple items clearly specific to each single
category, several items related to dual relationships (e.g., a conflict in roles) were
eliminated and items designed to only be related to the two under represented categories
were developed. Based upon these modifications, the M-CIS is currently composed of 29
items.
Item Validation Tool and finalization of items. The researcher determined that
outside validation of the M-CIS was needed to ensure that the four categories
(Experience, Ethical, Harm, and Solution) were represented and items that only
represented one ethical category were approximately equal across the four categories. In
addition, the items also needed to be validated as to realistic or unrealistic aspects within
the field of school psychology. Therefore, the Item Validation Tool was developed (see
Appendix C). This tool was administered to a panel of six school psychologists and
school psychologists-in-training to determine which critical incidents (or items) were
realistic or unrealistic and also if the item (or items) were related to each of the four
ethical categories. The panel members rated each item to indicate if it is related to one or
more of the four ethics categories and for the items application in the field (See Appendix
D for detailed results from item validation Phase I). After the Phase I of validation, it was
determined that most of the ethical categories were well represented across the M-CIS.
However, two items received unrealistic ratings close to 50% of the panel (i.e., ‘deciding
to tell a student that you are angry with him or her’ and ‘lending money more than $5 to a
student’). Those items were eliminated from the final draft of the M-CIS, bringing the
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total items to 29 instead of original 31-item scale. Additionally, several items were
further modified to change the wordings and enhance the clarification of the items. Those
items that represent multiple categories were noted, but not specifically modified. The
updated 29-item draft M-CIS was sent to three more school psychologists for Phase II of
item validation by the panel with the goal of getting more evidence that the items used in
the survey were realistic for the field of school psychology. In Phase II every single item
was rated as realistic with the exception of three items which were rated as unrealistic by
one of the school psychologists in the panel (e.g., ‘asking for a favor from the parent of
the student’, ‘seeing a minor without parental consent for more than one session’, and
‘being asked to invite students to a non-school event’). In Phase II, the school
psychologists were also directly contacted as a follow-up by the researcher to determine
specifics on why they rated the items as realistic or unrealistic. Based on the provided
feedback that clarity of items was the source of the negative ratings, several items were
again slightly modified to ensure the items were easily understood by the participants.
Once the critical incident items were finalized, they were included in the M-CIS (see
Appendix C for the current draft of the M-CIS).
Table 11
Item Validation Phase I Number of Items Receiving a First or Second Vote for Each
Ethical Component
Ethical Component
Number of items with
Number of items with
first votes
second votes
Respect
26
12
Competence
16
10
Integrity
20
19
Responsibility
21
24
50

7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

Social media
Serving friend’s child
Ethics complaint
Angry with student
Favor from parent
Mentor
Computerized tool
Specific test
Hug
Confidentiality for…
Protocol on desk
Seeing a minor
Parents request…
Confidentiality for…
Accepting gift $10
Stress compromise…
Access to report
Reporting suicidal…
Inviting students
Disclosing diagnosis
Discussing student
Lending $5
Invited by a student
Disclosing data
Services outside…
Homosexuality as…
Prescription drugs
Gift less than $5
Filing complaint…
Using “autistic…
Serve on committee

Item Realistic/Unrealistic

Realistic Yes

Realistic No

Figure 1. Item validation Phase I number of items rated as realistic (Realistic Yes) or
unrealistic (Realistic No).
Ratings of items. The final items in the M-CIS were then rated by participants for
their perceptions regarding: (a) the likely frequency of the experiencing the incident
within the practice of school psychology; (b) likeliness that the incident involves a
violation of ethical principle; (c) probability of harm due to the incident, (d) presence of
any legality within the incident; and (e) degree of difficulty in engaging in ethical
decision making to resolve the potential dilemma. Perceptions were based on Likert-type
ratings specific to each category. For example, Experience, violation, harm, and solution
were rated on a 4-point scale (very unlikely to very likely); whereas, Legal was rated on a
3-point scales (Yes, Possible, No). The five rating categories have been adapted from the
Bailey and Burch (2016) model previously described that has been used to determine the
level of complexity within an ethical dilemma for behavior analysts.
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Furthermore, the psychometrics for the questionnaire, specifically the internal
consistency of the scales was calculated using Cronbach’s alpha. The overall estimated
internal consistency reliability for the M-CIS questionnaire (all items and scales) was
.932, whereas the estimated internal consistency reliability for the Personal Experience
scale was .923, the estimated internal consistency reliability for the Probability of Harm
scale was .834, the estimated internal consistency reliability for the Ethical Violation
scale was .817, the estimated internal consistency reliability for the Legal Implication
scale was .802, and the estimated internal consistency reliability for the Ease of Solution
scale was .898.
Dependent and Independent Variables
The current study proposed to evaluate ethical decision-making of school psychology
practitioners using the Multidimensional Critical Incident Scale for ethics (M-CIS;
developed for this study). The items within the M-CIS was inspired by Pope et al., (1987)
with items modified for this study to be reflective of potential ethical dilemmas faced by
school psychologists.
The four independent variables for the current study are the categories of experience,
violation, harm, and legal, and the dependent variable is, ease of resolution (i.e., Ease of
Solution). All the variables used in this study are defined as following: Personal
Experience: how likely is a school psychologist to experience the situation, Ethical
Violation: the likelihood that the situation is an ethical violation, Probability of harm:
how likely would harm result to the student, others, or the field of school psychology,
from the situation, Finding Solution: should it occur, how difficult would it be for a
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school psychologist to determine an ethical solution for the situation, and Legal
Implications: are there legal implications with the situation.
For Research Questions 1 through 5 (i.e., which incidents do school psychologists most
often encounter in their practice; and which incidents are most likely to be rated by
school psychologists as an ethical violation, as causing harm, as more difficult to resolve,
as having legal implications) involved descriptive variables based on participants’ ratings
of each of the critical incidents.
For Research Question 6 (i.e., using ratings of experience, harm, legal implication, and
ethical violation which, if any, predict the ease of resolution), the dependent variable will
be self-ratings of the ease of ethical decision making (labeled as Ease of Solution on the
M-CIS). For this variable, participants were asked to rate “how difficult would it be for
you to determine an ethical solution for the situation” using a 4-points scale (1=easy to
5=very difficult). The independent (predictive) variables are ratings within response
categories within the M-CIS that contribute to the complexity of a critical incident.
These included: (a) exposure/experience with a critical incident (Personal Experience);
(b) likely harm caused by the critical incident (Probability of Harm); (c) likely legal
implications for the critical incident (Legal Implications); and (d) likelihood the incident
is an ethical violation (Ethical Violation). These categories were to establish level of
predictability for easiness of solution for a critical incident within the Bailey and Burch
(2016) model.
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Procedures and Data Collection
A description of the study and request for participation was sent to the participants via
email. Internet research has been one of the popular mode of data collections due to
accessibility of World Wide Web through the online survey resource, Qualtrics. As
with any research methodology, there are various advantages and disadvantages
associated with using an online survey method. According to Wright (2005) it is very
important to evaluate the research goal, assess timelines and budget for data collection
and then choose the tools for it. Wright lists a variety of benefits that online survey
methodology has to offer, including access to a variety of populations, savings on time
and money, the common disadvantages he mentions are sampling issues, accessibility to
internet and the issues associated with online survey services.
Generally, the most important limitation linked to research methodology using a
survey questionnaire is response rate. Lowered response rates in survey methodology
may occur for many reasons (e.g., time consuming, costly, data quality, missing
responses). Fricker and colleagues (2002) noted ways that data collection through online
surveys could effective with less time and money.
Data was collected using the demographic questionnaire and the M-CIS accessed
online through a portal within the Qualtrics program. Participants were asked to access
the Qualtrics program, to read the online consent form, and then to access the
Demographic Questionnaire followed by the M-CIS. The participants were also requested
to complete the survey within one sitting as it helped with the collection of the data and
increased the probability that the data will not be duplicated. Due to the number of
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different methods to reach the participants (including emailing up to 300 departments all
over the country offering programs in school psychology), it is not possible to estimate
the response rate for this research project.

Data Analysis
There were three phases of data analyses conducted for this proposed research study.
Phase 1 involved conducting basic statistical analyses of the variables within the
Demographics Questionnaire and the M-CIS to identify frequency with each of the
descriptive demographic variables (e.g., gender, type of degree, credential) and the mean
and standard deviation for variables such as number of years of experience. Responses to
the M-CIS were analyzed to determine frequency and mean and standard deviation for
the five variables. Phase 2 involved specific examination of the data to answer Research
Questions 1 through 5 using simple descriptive calculations and reporting means,
standard deviations and percentages, as appropriate for the variables (i.e., Question
1=Experience, Question 2=Ethical Violation, Question 3=Harm, Question 4=Solution,
Question=Legal). A criteria for noteworthy number of respondents for each category
within the variables was set a priori at greater than 50% endorsement. To clarify if the
percent of respondents encored ‘Likely Experience’ exceeded 50%, that response was
considered to be indicative of high probability of that a participant perceived that item to
be characteristic of practice experiences and was emphasized in the tables and results
presentation. In some situations, categories were combined. For example if respondents
endorsed either 3 or 4 on the variable ‘Harm’ (i.e., 3=‘Harm likely’, 4=‘Harm extremely
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likely’), it was considered that harm would be an aspect of that specific critical incident.
Phase 3 involved a multiple regression analysis to answer Research Question 6 in which
the prediction of each of the ratings on exposure/experience, likely harm, likely legal
implication, and likely ethical violation for ratings of how difficult the decision-making
was analyzed for all the critical incidents.
Before carrying out multiple regression analysis, it is imperative for a researcher to
ensure that the appropriate assumptions of this statistical analysis are met (Osborne &
Waters, 2002). The assumptions that need to be checked are linear relationship or
linearity, homoscedasticity, multivariate normality, the absence of multicollinearity, and
independence of errors (Hair, 2010).
Assumptions of Multiple Regression
Normality. The assumption of normality suggests that variables have normal
distributions (Osborne & Waters, 2002). There are a number of ways to check if this
assumption is met. The normality assumption can be assessed using data cleaning,
checking univariate, multivariate outliers, using Mahalanobis distance method, or through
a normal probability plot as well (Keith, 2006). If the normality assumption is met, the
plot will form a straight line.
Linearity. The linearity assumption checks the linear relationship between the
independent and the dependent variable (Hair, 2010). Once this assumption is met,
researchers are able to analyze the relationship between independent and dependent
variable more efficiently (Osborne & Waters, 2002). This assumption can be checked
through a scatter plot of the residuals (Osborne & Waters, 2002).
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Homoscedasticity. This particular assumption is easy to check and assumes that errors
have equal variance across the range of values of the independent variables of study
(Osborne & Waters, 2002). The assumption is analyzed through a visual analysis of a
scatterplot of the residuals (Keith, 2006; Osborne & Waters, 2002).
Independence of Errors. The assumption assumes that errors are independent of one
another, indicating that during the data collection, researchers must ensure that
participants do not share their responses with one another (Stevens, 2009). The
independence of errors can be evaluated by obtaining boxplots using SPSS (Keith, 2006).
Multicollinearity. Multicollinearity means that the independent variables are highly
correlated with each other (Keith, 2006). In multiple regression the goal is to avoid
multicollinearity and there should be little correlation among the predictor variables. One
way to check for multicollinearity is to look at the correlation matrix of the independent
variables and examine if all coefficients are smaller than .80 (Hair, 2010).
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS

The purpose of this study was to examine school psychologists’ professional
characteristics with regards to managing critical incidents that pose potential ethical
violations. An additional purpose was to investigate if the school psychologists’ ratings
on the categories including experience, violation, harm, and legality would be able to
predict the level of difficulty in solving an ethical dilemma. The present study has six
research questions to investigate this purpose: (a) which incidents do school
psychologists most often encounter in their practice (i.e., experience); (b) which incidents
are most likely to be rated by school psychologists as an ethical violation (i.e., ethical
violation); (c) which incidents are most likely to be rated by school psychologists as
causing harm (i.e. harm); (d) which incidents are rated by school psychologists as more
difficult to resolve (i.e., solution); (e) which incidents are more likely to be rated by
school psychologists as having legal implications (i.e., legal); and (f) using ratings of
experience, harm, legal implication, and ethical violation which, if any, predict the ease
of resolution (i.e., solution). To answer the first five questions, analyses focused on
descriptive statistics, including percentage of participants who responded in specific
ways. To answer the sixth question, a series multiple regression analyses were
conducted. Each of the questions and the resulting data are presented below.
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Question 1: Which incidents do school psychologists most often encounter in their
practice (i.e., experience)?
To answer the question of which ethical dilemmas or critical incidents do school
psychologists experience most often in the field, data was collected and analyzed from
159 participants, who were the school psychologist. The responses consisted of ratings on
a 4-point scale (ranging from extremely unlikely to extremely likely) indicating their
perception of the chance of experiencing each critical incident as a school psychologist;
mean ratings are provided for each item. The participants’ data were analyzed to obtain
percentage of participants endorsing the levels of ratings to determine which critical
incidents could be expected to be experienced by school psychologists. According to the
data analysis, there are 21 critical incidents that the participants in this study perceived as
unlikely or extremely unlikely to be experienced in their work as a school psychologist;
conversely, there were eight critical incidents that the participants perceived as likely or
extremely likely to be experienced (see Table 12). Those data specific to these eight
critical incidents and others will be provided in the following paragraph.
Three items were rated as extremely likely by a majority of participants: (a) being asked
for a hug (Item 8; M=3.64, SD=0.69) was nearly universally endorsed with 73.00%
reporting it as extremely likely to be experienced; (b) breaking confidentiality to report
child abuse (Item 9; M=3.53, SD=0.77) with nearly 68% reporting it as extremely likely
to be experience; and (c) nearly 68% were extremely likely to work under enough stress
to compromise their effectiveness (Item 15; M=3.49, SD=0.85). Five additional items
were rated by participants to be likely or extremely likely. Approximately 74% of
participants (i.e., 45.30% likely and 28.30 % extremely likely) indicated experiencing the
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need to deny a request for mentoring from another school psychologist (Item 5; M=2.92,
SD=0.91). Approximately 72% of participants (i.e., 23.90% likely and 47.80% extremely
likely) endorsed being asked to use a computerized service or program for test
interpretation (Item 6; M=3.09, SD=1.03). More than 70% (40.80% likely and 29.9%
extremely likely) have been ordered to report a student who is suicidal to authorities
(Item 17; M=2.88, SD=0.98). Further, more than 75% (21.60% likely and 54.60%
extremely likely) have discussed an unnamed student with friends (Item 20; M=3.25,
SD=0.95). Finally, over 75% (34.20% likely and 40.80% extremely likely) have been
offered a gift worth less than $5 (Item 26; M=3.05, SD=1.00). Of the 29 items, treating
homosexuality as a pathology (Item 24; M=1.39, SD=0.73) was least likely (72.40%
extremely unlikely).
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Table 12
Percentage of Participants (N=159) Rating Likely Experience
Item
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

Critical Incident
Becoming friends with a former student on social media
Providing psychological services to the child of a friend
Failing to file an ethics complaint against a colleague
when necessary
Asking for a favor from the parent of a student
Rejecting a request to mentor a new staff school
psychologist due to your heavy work load
Being directed to use a computerized service or tool for
test interpretation
Being directed to use a specific test requested by the
parent
Having a student ask for a hug
Needing to break confidentiality to report child abuse
Having another student's protocol left out on desk during
a meeting with a parent
Seeing a minor without parental consent for more than
one session
Being ordered to refuse a parent's request to see their
child's test protocols
Being asked to break confidentiality of a student who is
threat to others

14 Accepting a student’s gift worth at least $10

Likely Experience Rating
1
2
3
4
16.40% 25.80% 33.30% 24.50%

M
2.66

SD
1.02

16.40% 28.30% 37.70% 17.60%

2.57

0.96

15.70% 38.40% 38.40% 7.50%

2.38

0.84

45.60% 31.60% 17.10% 5.70%

1.83

0.91

9.40%

17.00% 45.30% 28.30%

2.92

0.91

10.10% 18.20% 23.90% 47.80%

3.09

1.03

11.90% 28.90% 34.60% 24.50%

2.72

0.97

3.10%
2.50%

3.64
3.53

0.69
0.77

19.50% 39.00% 27.00% 14.50%

2.36

0.96

27.70% 28.30% 26.40% 17.60%

2.34

1.07

33.10% 36.30% 21.70% 8.90%

2.06

0.95

12.80% 14.70% 38.50% 34.00%

2.94

1.00

25.50% 22.90% 31.20% 20.40%

2.46

1.08

15 Working when stress may compromise your effectiveness 5.10%
16 Being ordered to refuse a parent's access to an evaluation
59.20%
report
17 Being ordered to report a student who is suicidal to
12.70%
authorities
18 Being asked to invite students to a non-school event (e.g.,
52.90%
fall festival)
19 Being ordered to refrain from disclosing a diagnosis to the
37.40%
student
20 Being involved in a discussion of a student (without
5.90%
names) with friends
21 Going to a student’s non-school event (dance recital)
26.10%
22 Unintentionally disclosing confidential data
10.50%
23 Being asked to provide services outside your areas of
competence
24 Treating homosexuality as pathological
25 Being directed to provide services while taking
prescription drugs (mild pain killers)
26 Being offered a gift worth less than $5 from a student
27 Being directed to help a student file a complaint against
another student
28 Referring to a student as “autistic child”
29 Declining request to serve on school climate committee

2.50%
9.40%

8.30%

21.40% 73.0%
20.10% 67.9%

9.10%

67.5%

3.49

0.85

29.30% 8.30%

3.20%

1.55

0.78

40.80% 29.9%

2.88

0.98

29.00% 12.30% 5.80%

1.71

0.90

22.60% 29.70% 10.30%

2.13

1.04

17.8%

3.25

0.95

32.00% 28.80% 13.10%

2.29

1.00

43.80% 30.10% 15.70%

2.51

0.88

15.60% 30.50% 27.30% 26.60%

2.65

1.04

72.40% 18.40% 6.60%

1.39

0.73

48.00% 26.30% 11.80% 13.80%

1.91

1.07

11.20% 13.8%

34.20% 40.8%

3.05

1.00

32.20% 36.20% 22.40% 9.20%

2.09

0.96

30.30% 25.00% 23.00% 21.70%
29.10% 27.20% 31.10% 12.60%

2.36
2.27

1.13
1.02

16.6%

21.70% 54.6%

2.60%

Note: 1= extremely unlikely to experience, 2= unlikely to experience, 3= likely to experience, 4=
extremely likely to experience.
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Table 13
Items With > 50% Endorsed as Likely or Extremely Likely to Experience
Likely Experience Rating
4
2
3
2.50%
21.40% 73.0%
9.40%
20.1% 67.9%

M
3.64
3.53

SD
0.69
0.77

19.10% 67.5%

3.49

0.85

17.8%

21.7%

54.6%

3.25

0.95

13.8%

34.2%

40.8%

3.05

1.00

17.00%

45.30% 28.30%

2.92

0.91

14.70%

38.50% 34.00%

2.94

1.00

18.20%

23.9%

47.80%

3.09

1.03

16.6%

40.8%

29.9%

2.88

0.98

28.90%

34.60% 24.50%

2.72

0.97

25.80%

33.30% 24.50%

2.66

1.02

28.30%

37.70% 17.60%

2.57

0.96

30.50%

27.30% 26.60%

2.65

1.04

14
22.90% 31.20% 20.40% 2.46
Note: 1= extremely unlikely to experience, 2= unlikely to experience, 3= likely to experience, 4=
extremely likely to experience. Items with percentage of 3 and 4 ratings are in order of percent.

1.08

1
Item
Critical Incident
Having a student ask for a hug
3.10%
8
Needing to break confidentiality to report child abuse 2.50%
9
Working when stress may compromise your
15
5.10%

8.30%

20
26
5
13
6
17
7
1
2
23

effectiveness
Being involved in a discussion of a student (without
5.90%
names) with friends
Being offered a gift worth less than $5 from a student 11.2%
Rejecting a request to mentor a new staff school
9.40%
psychologist due to your heavy work load
Being asked to break confidentiality of a student who
12.80%
is threat to
Being directed to use a computerized service or tool
10.10%
for test interpretation
Being ordered to report a student who is suicidal to
12.7%
authorities
Being directed to use a specific test requested by the
11.90%
parent
Becoming friends with a former student on social
16.40%
media
Providing psychological services to the child of a
16.40%
friend
Being asked to provide services outside your areas of
15.60%
competence
Accepting a student’s gift worth at least $10
25.50%
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Question 2: Which incidents are most likely to be rated by school psychologists as
an ethical violation (i.e. ethical violation)?
To answer the second question of which dilemmas or incidents do school psychologists
rate as an ethical violation most often in the field, data were collected and analyzed from
159 participants in the field of school psychology. The responses consisted of ratings on
a 4-point scale (ranging from no violation to severe violation) indicating perception of the
degree of ethical violation of each critical incident; mean ratings and percent of those
endorsing each rating are provided for each item. According to the data analysis, there
are 19 scenarios that the participants in this study reported as having minimal (i.e., no or
minor violation); however, there were 10 incidents that participants rated as most likely
to be an ethical violation (i.e., moderate to severe) in the field and practice (see Table 14).
Those data specific to these ten critical incidents and others will be provided in the
following paragraph.
The item with the largest endorsement was treating homosexuality as a pathology (Item
24; M=1.76, SD=0.79) with nearly 94% (i.e., 17.80% moderate and 77% severe) as an
ethical violation. Five other items of strong ethical concern included: (a) refusal to
provide a parent access to their child’s evaluation report (Item 16; M=1.65, SD=0.98) was
rated by more than 64% as a severe violation, with an addition 24.80% indicating a
moderate violation; (b) providing services outside area of competence (Item 23; M=2.91,
SD=0.87) received nearly 93% endorsement, but with mixed ratings as to level of
violation (i.e., 52.60% as severe and an additional 40.30% as moderate); (c) failure to file
a necessary ethical complaint against a colleague (Item 3; M=2.28, SD=0.90) with more
than 87% endorsement (43.40% moderate and 44% severe violation); and (d) leaving
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another student’s protocol out during a meeting (Item 10; M=2.59, SD=0.87) with more
than 80% considering it as a violation (i.e., 46.5% as severe and 34% as moderate); and
(e) unintentional disclosure of confidential data (Item 22; M=1.24, SD=0.69) obtained
similar ratings (i.e., 39.60% moderate and 39.60% severe) with more than 80% indicating
an ethical violation. Several more items received strong, but slightly lesser, ratings of
ethical violation: (a) asking for a favor from a parent (Item 4; M=1.58, SD=0.86) with
only 23.60% ranking it as severe, but with 47.10% indicating a moderate violation; (b)
providing services to a minor more than once without parental consent (Item 11; M=2.26,
SD=0.95) was ranking as a violation by nearly 68% of participants (i.e., 34% moderate
and 33.30% severe); (c) providing services to a friend’s child (Item 2; M=2.87, SD=0.85)
received more than 65% endorsement as a violation (i.e., 39.60% moderate and 28.30%
severe). Two items received endorsement as a violation: (a) refusing a parent’s request to
see their child’s test protocols (Item 12; M=1.27, SD=0.58) was viewed as unethical, but
with mixed ratings (i.e., 26.30% minor, 28.80% moderate, and 29.50% severe); and (b)
using a specific test requested by a parent (Item 7; M=1.76, SD=0.82) with rating divided
between minor and moderate violation (37.30% and 37.30%, respectively). There were
several items rated as no violation by a large majority of participants. These include
rejecting a request to mentor a new staff psychologist (Item 5), a child’s request for a hug
(Item 8), and a child’s offer of a gift worth less than $5 (Item 26). Also, breaking
confidentiality to make an official report (child abuse - Item 9, threat to others – Item 13,
and threat to self – Item 17) was not considered to be an ethical violation by most
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participants (86.20%, 62.60%, 64.10%; respectively). Item 29, declining to serve on a
school climate committee was rated as no violation by the most participants (i.e., 83%).
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Table 14
Percentage of Participants (N=159) Rating Items as an Ethical Violation
Item
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29

Critical Incident
Becoming friends with a former student on social media

Ethical Violation Rating
1
2
3
4
20.90% 38.60% 31.60% 8.90%

1.92

0.91

2.87

0.85

10.70% 43.40% 44.00%

2.28

0.90

22.30% 47.10% 23.60%

1.58

0.86

23.40% 5.70%

1.30%

2.20

0.96

33.30% 18.90% 3.80%

3.45

0.65

37.30% 37.30% 15.80%
34.00% 7.50% 0.60%

1.76
2.17

0.82
0.98

1.82

0.87

0.60% 18.90% 34.00% 46.50%

2.59

0.87

5.70% 27.00% 34.00% 33.30%

2.26

0.95

15.40% 26.30% 28.8%0 29.50%

1.27

0.58

62.60% 20.60% 12.90% 3.90%

2.31

0.82

39.50% 35.70% 18.50% 6.40%

3.52

0.72

51.00% 18.50% 4.50%

2.72

1.05

9.60%

1.65

0.98

17.20% 11.50% 8.30%

1.20

0.48

40.60% 21.30% 12.30%

3.30

0.73

47.10% 30.10% 7.80%

1.90

0.96

43.40% 21.70% 13.20%

1.51

0.66

34.00% 14.40% 9.20%
19.50% 39.60% 39.60%

3.26
1.24

0.78
0.69

6.50%

40.30% 52.60%

2.91

0.87

3.30%

17.80% 77.00%

1.76

0.79

42.10% 17.80% 13.20%

1.39

0.66

17.80% 2.60%

1.30%

2.95

0.91

37.80% 14.20% 3.40%

3.70

0.63

38.20% 15.80% 2.00%
15.00% 1.40% 0.70%

3.18
2.01

0.78
0.79

86.20% 8.20%

Working when stress may compromise your effectiveness 26.10%
Being ordered to refuse a parent's access to an evaluation
1.30%
report
Being ordered to report a student who is suicidal to
63.10%
authorities
Being asked to invite students to a non-school event (e.g.,
25.80%
fall festival)
Being ordered to refrain from disclosing a diagnosis to the
15.00%
student
Being involved in a discussion of a student (without names)
21.70%
with friends
Going to a student’s non-school event (dance recital)
42.50%
Unintentionally disclosing confidential data
1.30%
Being asked to provide services outside your areas of
0.60%
competence
Treating homosexuality as pathological
2.00%
Being directed to provide services while taking prescription
27.00%
drugs (mild pain killers)
Being offered a gift worth less than $5 from a student
78.30%
Being directed to help a student file a complaint against
44.60%
another student
Referring to a student as “autistic child”
44.10%
Declining request to serve on school climate committee
83.00%

1.30%

4.40%

24.80% 64.30%

Note: 1= no violation, 2= minor violation, 3= moderate violation, 4= severe violation.
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SD

27.00% 39.60% 28.30%

Providing psychological services to the child of a friend
5.00%
Failing to file an ethics complaint against a colleague when
1.90%
necessary
Asking for a favor from the parent of a student
7.00%
Rejecting a request to mentor a new staff school
69.60%
psychologist due to your heavy work load
Being directed to use a computerized service or tool for test
44.00%
interpretation
Being directed to use a specific test requested by the parent 9.50%
Having a student ask for a hug
57.90%
Needing to break confidentiality to report child abuse
Having another student's protocol left out on desk during a
meeting with a parent
Seeing a minor without parental consent for more than one
session
Being ordered to refuse a parent's request to see their
child's test protocols
Being asked to break confidentiality of a student who is
threat to others
Accepting a student’s gift worth at least $10

M

Table 15
Items With > 50% Endorsed as Moderate or Severe Violation
Item
Critical Incident
24
23
16
3
10
22
4
2
11
12
7

Treating homosexuality as pathological
Being asked to provide services outside your areas
of competence
Being ordered to refuse a parent's access to an
evaluation report
Failing to file an ethics complaint against a
colleague when necessary
Having another student's protocol left out on desk
during a meeting with a parent
Unintentionally disclosing confidential data
Asking for a favor from the parent of a student
Providing psychological services to the child of a
friend
Seeing a minor without parental consent for more
than one session
Being ordered to refuse a parent's request to see
their child's test protocols
Being directed to use a specific test requested by
the parent

Ethical Violation Rating
4
1
2
3
2.00% 3.30% 17.80% 77.00%

M

SD

1.76

0.79

0.60% 6.50% 40.30% 52.60%

2.91

0.87

1.30% 9.60% 24.80% 64.30%

1.65

0.98

1.90% 10.70% 43.40% 44.00%

2.28

0.90

0.60% 18.90% 34.00% 46.50%

2.59

0.87

1.30% 19.50% 39.60% 39.60%
7.00% 22.30% 47.10% 23.60%

1.24
1.58

0.69
0.86

5.00% 27.00% 39.60% 28.30%

2.87

0.85

5.70% 27.00% 34.00% 33.30%

2.26

0.95

15.40% 26.30% 28.8%0 29.50%

1.27

0.58

9.50% 37.30% 37.30% 15.80%

1.76

0.82

Note: 1= no violation, 2= minor violation, 3= moderate violation, 4= severe violation. Items with
percentage of 3 and 4 ratings are in order of percent.
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Question 3: Which incidents are most likely to be rated by school psychologists as
causing harm (i.e., harm)?
To answer the third question of which incidents do school psychologists rate as most
likely to cause harm, data were collected and analyzed from 159 participants in the field
of school psychology. The responses were obtained through ratings on the 4-point scale
ranging from no harm likely to harm extremely likely. The participants’ data were
analyzed for percentage of respondents to determine which critical incidents were
perceived to cause harm (see Table 16).
There are approximately 24 scenarios that the participants reported causing minimal to no
harm; however, there were five incidents that the participants rated as likely to extremely
likely to cause harm. One item had strong agreement with regards to harm. Item 24
(treating homosexuality as pathological; M=3.76, SD=0.58) was rated as extremely likely
to cause harm by 82.20% of the participants, another 11.80% indicated likely harm. The
other four incidents rated as likely to cause harm include: (a) providing services outside
area of competence (Item 23; M=3.31, SD=0.72) with more than 85% indicating harm
(i.e., 40.90% likely and 45.50% extremely likely); (b) not filing an necessary ethics
complaint against a colleague (Item 3; M=3.01, SD=0.69) with more than 80% indicating
harm (i.e., 57.90% likely and 22.60% extremely likely); (c) refusing parent’s access to an
evaluation report (Item 16; M=2.95, SD=0.95) was endorsed at a slightly lower level with
nearly 70% indicating harm (i.e., 32.50% likely and 35% extremely likely); and (d)
unintentional disclosure of confidential data (Item 22; M=2.92, SD=0.75) was rated
similarly (nearly 70% of participants), but with slightly more variability (i.e., 48.10%
likely and 22.70% extremely likely). Four other items had mixed ratings (e.g., split
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ratings of some to likely harm, but with few endorsing extremely likely harm): (a) Item 4
– favor from parent (M=2.44, SD=0.85); (b) Item 10 – protocol left out (M=2.68,
SD=0.83); (c) Item 15 – compromised by stress (M=2.40, SD=0.73); and (d) Item 19 –
refrained from disclosing a diagnosis (M=2.45, SD=0.83). The item rated as likely to
cause no harm by the most participants (82.20%) was accepting a less than $5 gift from a
student (Item 26; M=1.19, SD=0.44).
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Table 16
Percentage of Participants (N=159) Rating Items as Causing Harm
Item
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

Likely Harm Rating
1
2
3
4
Becoming friends with a former student on social media 25.30% 51.90% 19.00% 3.80%
Providing psychological services to the child of a friend 11.30% 54.70% 21.40% 12.60%
Failing to file an ethics complaint against a colleague
1.90% 17.60% 57.90% 22.60%
when necessary
10.10% 49.40% 27.20% 13.30%
Asking for a favor from the parent of a student
Rejecting a request to mentor a new staff school
50.90% 42.80% 5.00% 1.30%
psychologist due to your heavy work load
Being directed to use a computerized service or tool for 41.10% 41.80% 13.30% 3.80%
test interpretation
Being directed to use a specific test requested by the
12.60% 54.70% 20.80% 11.90%
parent
52.80% 40.30% 6.30% 0.60%
Having a student ask for a hug
22.60% 56.00% 10.70% 10.70%
Needing to break confidentiality to report child abuse

Critical Incident

Having another student's protocol left out on desk
during a meeting with a parent
Seeing a minor without parental consent for more than
one session
Being ordered to refuse a parent's request to see their
child's test protocols
Being asked to break confidentiality of a student who is
threat to others
Accepting a student’s gift worth at least $10
Working when stress may compromise your
effectiveness
Being ordered to refuse a parent's access to an
evaluation report
Being ordered to report a student who is suicidal to
authorities
Being asked to invite students to a non-school event
(e.g., fall festival)
Being ordered to refrain from disclosing a diagnosis to
the student
Being involved in a discussion of a student (without
names) with friends

21

Going to a student’s non-school event (dance recital)

22
23

Unintentionally disclosing confidential data
Being asked to provide services outside your areas of
competence
Treating homosexuality as pathological
Being directed to provide services while taking
prescription drugs (mild pain killers)
Being offered a gift worth less than $5 from a student
Being directed to help a student file a complaint against
another student
Referring to a student as “autistic child”

24
25
26
27
28
29

Declining request to serve on school climate committee

SD

2.01
2.35
3.01

0.77
0.84
0.69

2.44
1.57

0.85
0.65

1.80

0.81

2.32

0.84

1.55
2.09

0.64
0.87

3.80% 43.90% 33.10% 19.10% 2.68

0.83

18.40% 50.00% 21.50% 10.10% 2.23

0.87

24.40% 44.90% 21.20%

9.60% 2.16

0.91

10.90% 50.00% 22.40% 16.70% 2.45

0.90

57.30% 32.50% 6.40%
6.40% 55.40% 29.90%

3.80% 1.57
8.30% 2.40

0.78
0.73

7.60% 24.80% 32.50% 35.00% 2.95

0.95

21.00% 38.20% 21.70% 19.10% 2.39

1.02

30.30% 53.50% 11.60%

4.50% 1.90

0.77

10.50% 45.80% 32.00% 11.80% 2.45

0.83

23.00% 53.90% 15.80%

7.20% 2.07

0.82

52.60% 37.50%

5.30% 1.63

0.80

4.60%

1.30%
0.60%

27.90% 48.10% 22.70%
13.0% 40.9% 45.50%

2.92
3.31

0.75
0.72

0.70%
21.7%

5.30%
46.1%

11.8%
17.8%

82.20%
14.50%

3.76
2.25

0.58
0.96

82.9%
25.7%

15.1%
48.0%

2.00%
21.6%

0.00%
4.70%

1.19
2.05

0.44
0.81

33.60% 45.40% 19.70% 1.30%
66.70% 23.80% 8.80% 0.70%

1.89
1.44

0.76
0.68

Note: 1= no harm likely, 2= some harm possible, 3= harm likely, 4= harm extremely likely.
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Table 17
Items With > 50% Endorsed as Harm Likely or Extremely Likely
Item
24
23
3
22
16
10

Critical Incident

Likely Harm Rating
1
2
3
4
0.70% 5.30% 11.80% 82.20%

Treating homosexuality as pathological
Being asked to provide services outside your areas of
0.60% 13.0% 40.90% 45.50%
competence
Failing to file an ethics complaint against a colleague
1.90% 17.60% 57.90% 22.60%
when necessary
Unintentionally disclosing confidential data
1.30% 27.90% 48.10% 22.70%
Being ordered to refuse a parent's access to an
7.60% 24.80% 32.50% 35.00%
evaluation report
Having another student's protocol left out on desk
3.80% 43.90% 33.10% 19.10%
during a meeting with a parent

M

SD

3.76
3.31

0.58

3.01
2.92
2.95
2.68

0.72
0.69
0.75
0.95
0.83

Note: 1= no harm likely, 2= some harm possible, 3= harm likely, 4= harm extremely likely. Items with
percentage of 3 and 4 ratings are in order of percent.
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Question 4: Which incidents are rated by school psychologists as more difficult to
resolve (i.e., solution)?
To answer the fourth question of which dilemmas or incidents do school psychologists
rate as the most difficult to resolve in the field, data were collected and analyzed from
159 school psychologists. The responses were analyzed through ratings on the 4-point
scale ranging from an easy solution to solution would be very difficult. The percentage of
participants responding to each rating with means and standard deviations are provided in
Table 18.
None of the items were rated by a majority of participants as very difficult to resolve;
conversely, 13 items received a majority (rating range for these items = 50.90% to
80.90%) of ratings as an easy solution. The easiest item to resolve was accepting a
student’s gift worth less than $5 (Item 26; M=1.33, SD=0.76). Six other items rated by
more than two-thirds (i.e., > 66%) of participants as easy resolve include: (a) friending a
former student on social media (Item 1; M=1.34, SD=0.72); (b) being asked for a hug
from a student (Item 8; M=1.42, SD=0.75); (c) failing to use person first language “autistic child” (Item 28; M=1.45, SD=0.80); (d) declining to serve on a school climate
committee (Item 29; M=1.46, SD=0.80); (e) attending a student’s non-school event (Item
21; M=1.50, SD=0.87); and (f) being invited a student’s non-school event (Item 21;
M=1.51, SD=0.82).
Using mean ratings to identify most difficult items to resolve, four items are most
evident: (a) working when compromised by stress (Item 15; M=2.68, SD=0.98); (b)
unintentional disclosure of confidential data (Item 22; M=2.39, SD=1.02); (c) refusing
parent’s access to an evaluation report (Item 16; M=2.36, SD=1.06); (d) providing
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services outside area of competence (Item 23; M=2.36, SD=.99); and (e) refusing a
parent’s request to see their child’s test protocols (Item 12; M=2.34, SD=0.95). It is
important to note that for these items, fewer than 50% of the participants provided a
rating of difficult and very difficult to resolve.
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Table 18
Percent of Participants (N=159) Rating Resolution Difficulty
Item
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27

Finding Solution Rating
1
2
3
4
Becoming friends with a former student on social media 77.80% 13.90% 5.10% 3.20%

M

SD

1.34

0.72

Providing psychological services to the child of a friend 35.80% 42.10% 18.20% 3.80%

1.90

0.83

Failing to file an ethics complaint against a colleague
24.20%
when necessary
Asking for a favor from the parent of a student
51.90%
Rejecting a request to mentor a new staff school
48.40%
psychologist due to your heavy work load
Being directed to use a computerized service or tool for 54.70%
test interpretation
Being directed to use a specific test requested by the
32.10%
parent
Having a student ask for a hug
71.10%
Needing to break confidentiality to report child abuse
50.90%
Having another student's protocol left out on desk during 56.60%
a meeting with a parent
Seeing a minor without parental consent for more than 40.30%
one session
Being ordered to refuse a parent's request to see their
23.10%
child's test protocols
Being asked to break confidentiality of a student who is 33.50%
a threat to others
Accepting a student’s gift worth at least $10
60.90%
Working when stress may compromise your
13.40%
effectiveness
Being ordered to refuse a parent's access to an evaluation 26.80%
report
Being ordered to report a student who is suicidal to
45.90%
authorities
Being asked to invite students to a non-school event
66.00%
(e.g., fall festival)
Being ordered to refrain from disclosing a diagnosis to 20.70%
the student
Being involved in a discussion of a student (without
58.90%
names) with friends
Going to a student’s non-school event (dance recital)
68.40%
Unintentionally disclosing confidential data
22.20%

38.20% 31.80% 5.70%

2.19

0.87

36.10% 7.60% 4.40%
32.70% 15.10% 3.80%

1.65
1.74

0.81
0.85

28.30% 11.90% 5.00%

1.67

0.88

44.70% 18.20% 5.00%

1.96

0.84

19.50% 6.30% 3.10%
25.80% 10.70% 12.60%
23.90% 13.80% 5.70%

1.42
1.85
1.69

0.75
1.05
0.91

40.90% 13.80% 5.00%

1.84

0.85

30.80% 35.30% 10.90
%
32.30% 23.90% 10.30
%
23.70% 12.20% 3.20%
28.70% 34.40% 23.60
%
28.00% 27.40% 17.80
%
23.60% 20.40% 10.20%

2.34

0.95

2.11

0.99

1.58
2.68

0.83
0.98

2.36

1.06

1.95

1.04

20.90% 9.20%

3.90%

1.51

0.82

41.30% 28.00% 10.00
%
29.80% 7.90% 3.30%

2.27

0.90

1.56

0.78

19.70% 5.30% 6.60%
34.60% 25.50% 17.60
%
20.90% 38.60% 24.20% 16.30
%
40.50% 14.90% 25.00% 19.60
%
44.10% 34.90% 16.40% 4.60%

1.50
2.39

0.87
1.02

2.36

0.99

2.24

1.18

1.82

0.87

80.90% 9.20% 5.90% 3.90%
37.40% 34.70% 23.10% 4.80%

1.33
1.95

0.76
0.89

Critical Incident

Being asked to provide services outside your areas of
competence
Treating homosexuality as pathological
Being directed to provide services while taking
prescription drugs (mild pain killers)
Being offered a gift worth less than $5 from a student
Being directed to help a student file a complaint against
another student
Referring to a student as “autistic child”
Declining request to serve on school climate committee

70.40% 17.80% 7.90% 3.90%
1.45
0.80
28
70.10% 18.40% 7.50% 4.10%
1.46
0.80
29
Note: 1 = solution would be easy, 2 = solution would be slightly difficult, 3 = solution would be difficult, 4
= solution would be very difficult.
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Table 19
Items With > 50% Endorsed as Slightly Difficult or Difficult to Resolve. Bold Indicates
Item > 50% Endorsed as Difficult or Very Difficult to Resolve
Item
15
3
19
12
23
7
2
22
27
13
16
11
25

Critical Incident

1

Working when stress may compromise your
effectiveness
Failing to file an ethics complaint against a colleague
when necessary
Being ordered to refrain from disclosing a diagnosis to
the student
Being ordered to refuse a parent's request to see their
child's test protocols
Being asked to provide services outside your areas of
competence
Being directed to use a specific test requested by the
parent
Providing psychological services to the child of a friend
Unintentionally disclosing confidential data
Being directed to help a student file a complaint against
another student
Being asked to break confidentiality of a student who is
a threat to others
Being ordered to refuse a parent's access to an
evaluation report
Seeing a minor without parental consent for more than
one session
Being directed to provide services while taking
prescription drugs (mild pain killers)

Finding Solution Rating
2
3

4

M

SD

13.40%

28.70% 34.40% 23.60% 2.68

0.98

24.20%

38.20% 31.80% 5.70%

2.19

0.87

20.70%

41.30% 28.00% 10.00% 2.27

0.90

23.10%

30.80% 35.30% 10.90% 2.34

0.95

20.90%

38.60% 24.20% 16.30% 2.36

0.99

32.10%

44.70% 18.20% 5.00%

1.96

0.84

35.80%
22.20%

42.10% 18.20% 3.80% 1.90
34.60% 25.50% 17.60% 2.39

0.83
1.02

37.40%

34.70% 23.10% 4.80%

1.95

0.89

33.50%

32.30% 23.90% 10.30% 2.11

0.99

26.80%

28.00% 27.40% 17.80% 2.36

1.06

40.30%

40.90% 13.80% 5.00%

1.84

0.85

44.10%

34.90% 16.40% 4.60%

1.82

0.87

Note: 1 = solution would be easy, 2 = solution would be slightly difficult, 3 = solution would be difficult, 4
= solution would be very difficult. Items with percentage of 2 and 3 ratings (and in case of item 15, ratings
of 3 and 4) are in order of percent.
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Question 5: Which incidents are more likely to be rated by school psychologists as
having legal implications (i.e., legal)?
To answer the fifth question of which critical incidents school psychologists rate as
having legal implications, data were collected and analyzed from 159 participants in the
field of school psychology. The responses were analyzed through ratings on the 3-point
scale ranging from no legality to yes, legality. The participants’ data were analyzed for
percentage of responders to determine ratings of ethical implications by school
psychologists. The percentage of participants responding to each rating with means and
standard deviations are provided in Table 20.
According to the data analysis, there are approximately five scenarios that the vast
majority of participants in this study reported as having no legality. These included: (a)
declining to mentor a new staff psychologist (Item 5; M=1.09, SD=0.31); (b) attending a
student’s non-school activity (Item 21; M=1.31, SD=0.56); (c) a student’s gift worth less
than $5 (Item 26; M=1.10, SD=0.32); (d) failing to use person-first language (“autistic
child”) (Item 28; M=1.17, SD=0.43); and (e) declining to serve on a school climate
committee (Item 29; M=1.05, SD=0.24). There was strong agreement of define legal
implications on one item refusing parent access to their child’s evaluation report (Item
16; M=2.76, SD=0.46). Furthermore, there were several items in which there was no
consensus on legal implications, with similar scores across all three ratings. These
included: (a) providing service to a friend’s child (Item 2; M=1.95, SD=0.71); (b) asking
a favor from a parent (Item 4; M=1.81, SD=0.64); (c) using a specific test requested by a
parent (Item 7; M=1.91, SD=0.61); (d) breaking confidentiality to report child abuse
(Item 9; M=2.01, SD=0.87); (e) breaking confidentiality to report suicide ideology (Item
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17; M=2.08, SD=0.83); (f) discussing an unnamed student with friends (Item 20; M=1.83,
SD=0.74); and (g) working when taking prescription mild pain killers (Item 25; M=1.83,
SD=0.72). There were four items that participants were split on legality, but with only
possible legal implications: (a) a student’s hug (Item 8; M=1.51, SD=0.53); (b) working
when compromised by stress (Item 15; M=1.54, SD=0.61); (c) accepting a student’s gift
worth at least $10 (Item 14; M=1.45, SD=0.63); and (d) help a student file a complaint
against another student (Item 27; M=1.62, SD=0.64). Other items predominately
received endorsement of mixed responses between no legality and possible legality, or
mainly possible legality.
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Table 20
Percent of Participants (N=159) Rating Items as Having Legal Implications
Item
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27

Critical Incident
Becoming friends with a former student on social media
Providing psychological services to the child of a friend
Failing to file an ethics complaint against a colleague when
necessary
Asking for a favor from the parent of a student
Rejecting a request to mentor a new staff school psychologist
due to your heavy work load
Being directed to use a computerized service or tool for test
interpretation
Being directed to use a specific test requested by the parent
Having a student ask for a hug
Needing to break confidentiality to report child abuse
Having another student's protocol left out on desk during a
meeting with a parent
Seeing a minor without parental consent for more than one
session
Being ordered to refuse a parent's request to see their child's test
protocols
Being asked to break confidentiality of a student who is threat to
others
Accepting a student’s gift worth at least $10
Working when stress may compromise your effectiveness
Being ordered to refuse a parent's access to an evaluation report
Being ordered to report a student who is suicidal to authorities
Being asked to invite students to a non-school event (e.g., fall
festival)
Being ordered to refrain from disclosing a diagnosis to the
student
Being involved in a discussion of a student (without names)
with friends
Going to a student’s non-school event (dance recital)
Unintentionally disclosing confidential data
Being asked to provide services outside your areas of
competence
Treating homosexuality as pathological
Being directed to provide services while taking prescription
drugs (mild pain killers)
Being offered a gift worth less than $5 from a student
Being directed to help a student file a complaint against another
student
Referring to a student as “autistic child”
Declining request to serve on school climate committee

Legal Implication Rating
1
2
3
42.20% 52.60%
5.20%

M

SD

1.63

0.58

27.60%
6.40%

50.00%
51.60%

22.40%
42.00%

1.95
2.36

0.71
0.60

32.10%
91.70%

55.10%
7.70%

12.80%
0.60%

1.81
1.09

0.64
0.31

60.10%

36.10%

3.80%

1.44

0.57

23.90%
50.30%
37.10%
6.30%

61.60%
48.40%
24.50%
50.90%

14.50%
1.30%
38.40%
42.80%

1.91
1.51
2.01
2.36

0.61
0.53
0.87
0.60

5.70%

45.90%

48.40%

2.43

0.60

11.50%

37.20%

51.30%

2.40

0.69

18.70%

41.90%

39.40%

2.21

0.74

63.10%
52.20%
1.30%
30.60%
48.70%

29.30%
41.40%
21.80%
31.20%
41.60%

7.60%
6.40%
76.90%
38.20%
9.70%

1.45
1.54
2.76
2.08
1.61

0.63
0.61
0.46
0.83
0.66

29.10%

54.30%

16.60%

1.87

0.67

37.10%

42.40%

20.50%

1.83

0.74

73.50%
1.30%
4.60%

21.90%
37.90%
38.60%

4.60%
60.80%
56.90%

1.31
2.59
2.52

0.56
0.52
0.59

6.60%
35.10%

27.00%
46.40%

66.40%
18.50%

2.60
1.83

0.61
0.72

90.80%
46.90%

8.60%
44.20%

0.70%
8.80%

1.10
1.62

0.32
0.64

84.90% 13.20%
2.00%
1.17 0.43
28
95.90%
3.40%
0.70%
1.05 0.24
29
Note: 1= no legality, 2= possible legality, 3= yes, legality. Bold indicates item > 50% endorsed as having
possible or definite legal implications.
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Table 21
Items With > 50% Endorsed as Having Possible or Definite Legal Implications
Item
16
22
23
11
10
3
24
12
13

Legal Implication Rating
1
2
3
Being ordered to refuse a parent's access to an evaluation report 1.30% 21.80% 76.90%
1.30% 37.90% 60.80%
Unintentionally disclosing confidential data
Being asked to provide services outside your areas of
4.60% 38.60% 56.90%
competence
Seeing a minor without parental consent for more than one
5.70% 45.90% 48.40%
session
Having another student's protocol left out on desk during a
6.30% 50.90% 42.80%
meeting with a parent
Failing to file an ethics complaint against a colleague when
6.40% 51.60% 42.00%
necessary
6.60% 27.00% 66.40%
Treating homosexuality as pathological
Being ordered to refuse a parent's request to see their child's test 11.50% 37.20% 51.30%
protocols
Being asked to break confidentiality of a student who is threat to18.70% 41.90% 39.40%
others

Critical Incident

M

SD

2.76
2.59
2.52

0.46
0.52
0.59

2.43

0.60

2.36

0.60

2.36

0.60

2.60
2.40

0.61
0.69

2.21

0.74

Note: 1= no legality, 2= possible legality, 3= yes, legality. Items with percentage of 2 and 3 ratings are in
order of percent.

Table 22
Items With > 20% Dissenting from the Majority, Endorsed as Having No Legality,
Possible Legality and Yes, Legality, and Mixed Reviews Possible or Definite Legal
Implications
Item
7
2
19
17
4
25
9
20
1
27
18

Critical Incident

Legal Implication Rating
1
2
3
23.90% 61.60% 14.50%
27.60% 50.00% 22.40%
29.10% 54.30% 16.60%

M

SD

1.91
1.95
1.87

0.61
0.71
0.67

30.60%
32.10%
35.10%

31.20%
55.10%
46.40%

38.20%
12.80%
18.50%

2.08
1.81
1.83

0.83
0.64
0.72

37.10%
37.10%

24.50%
42.40%

38.40%
20.50%

2.01
1.83

0.87
0.74

42.20%

52.60%

5.20%

1.63

0.58

Being directed to help a student file a complaint against
46.90%
another student
Being asked to invite students to a non-school event (e.g., fall 48.70%
festival)

44.20%

8.80%

1.62

0.64

41.60%

9.70%

1.61

0.66

Being directed to use a specific test requested by the parent
Providing psychological services to the child of a friend
Being ordered to refrain from disclosing a diagnosis to the
student
Being ordered to report a student who is suicidal to authorities
Asking for a favor from the parent of a student
Being directed to provide services while taking prescription
drugs (mild pain killers)
Needing to break confidentiality to report child abuse
Being involved in a discussion of a student (without names)
with friends
Becoming friends with a former student on social media

Note: 1= no legality, 2= possible legality, 3= yes, legality. Items are in order of percent.
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Question 6: Using ratings of experience, harm, legal implication, and ethical
violation which, if any, predict the ease of resolution (i.e., solution)?
To answer the sixth question of whether ratings of personal experience, probability of
harm, legal implications and ethical violation predicted the ease of solution for an ethical
situation for school psychologists, a multiple regression analysis was conducted. When
checking for assumptions, the linearity assumption was checked by generating a scatter
plot. To evaluate the assumption of independence of errors, a box plot was generated and
revealed no problems with this assumption. To evaluate the assumption of
homoscedasticity, a visual analysis of a scatterplot was examined and revealed this
assumption was met. Finally, the assumption of multicollinearity was examined by
examining correlation matrix which revealed no presence of multicollinearity.
Independent variables for the study were mean scores for responses and ratings on the
scales of personal experience, probability of harm, legal implications, and ethical
violation. Therefore, first the mean ratings for each of the variables were calculated.
Taken together, the ratings indicate that most participants had some experiences with the
critical incidents (M=2.53, SD=.53). The critical incidents were perceived to have some
ethical violation (M=2.30, SD=.33) and to have a probability of harm (M=2.23, SD=.34).
Further, the participants indicated that overall a solution for the critical incidents was
relatively easy. Finally, participants indicated that the critical incidents, as a whole,
posed some threat of legality. Refer to Table 23 for summary statistics of variables used
in the multiple regression analysis.
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Table 23
Summary Statistics for Variables Used in Multiple Regression Analysis
M
SD
Personal Experience
2.52
.53
Ethical Violation
2.30
.33
Probability of Harm
2.23
.34
Ease of Solution
1.86
.46
Legal Implications
1.86
.23
Note. A scale of 1 to 4 (lower scores indicating less and higher scores indicating most)
ratings for Personal Experience, Ethical Violation, Probability of Harm, and Ease of
Solution. For Legal Implications, a scale of 1 (none) to 3 (extremely likely) was used.
Next, correlations between the five variables were calculated. There was a strong positive
correlation between the ease of resolving the critical incident and level of personal
experience (r=.12), likelihood that the incident posed an ethical violation (r=.36), had a
probability of causing harm (r=.48), and had legal implications (r=.32). The strongest
relationships were between the likelihood that a critical incident would be an ethical
violation and the probability of harm (r=.75), followed closely by the likelihood that a
critical incident would be an ethical violation and likely legality (r=.63). Furthermore,
there was also a strong significant positive relationship between the likelihood of harm
and legality the likelihood that a critical incident would be an ethical violation (r=.53).
There was no relationship between personal experience and legality, likely harm, and
ethical violation; however, there was a significant positive relationship between Personal
Experience and Ease of Solution (r=.12). Table 4.7 for correlations among variables used
in the analysis.
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Table 24
Pearson Correlation Among Variables Used in Multiple Regression Analysis
Scale
Solution
Experience
Violation
Harm
Ease of Solution
Personal Experience
.12*
Ethical Violation
.36**
.04
Probability of Harm
.48**
.08
.75**
Legal Implications
.32**
.09
.63**
.53**
Note: * = correlation is significant at the .05 level; ** = correlation is significant at the
.01 level.
Finally, to examine whether ratings of personal experience, probability of harm, legal
implications and ethical violation predicted the ease of solution for an ethical situation, a
multiple regression was conducted with ease of solution as the dependent variable.
Results show responses on the scales of experience, harm, legal and ethical violation
predicted the ease of solution for the ethical dilemmas in the sample. The results of the
multiple regression analysis (See Table 4.8) revealed that the responses on the scales of
experience, harm, legality and ethical violations accounted for 23% of the variance in
ease of solution, which was statistically significant (p < .001). Results of the Analysis of
Variance (ANOVA) summary table reveal that the multiple regression model was
statistically significant (p < .001) for predicting ease of solution at better than chance
level. In summary, the data indicate that the ratings of school psychologists on the scales
of personal experience, ethical violation, probability of harm, and legal implication were
able to predict ease of solution.
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Table 25
Multiple Regression Model Summary Table of All Variables
R
R Square
Std. Error
R Square
df

Sig.

Adjusted
.49

.24

.40

.23

4

<.001

Note: Statistical significance was determined at p < .001.
Secondary Analysis
A stepwise regression was also carried out as a secondary analysis to examine
which independent variable out of personal experience, ethical violation, probability of
harm, and legal implications was able to predict the dependent variable of “ease of
solution”. The results of stepwise multiple regression (See Table 4.9) indicate that the
response ratings on the scale of Probability of Harm strongly predicted the Ease of
Solution as compared to other independent variables (i.e., Personal Experience, Ethical
Violation, Legal Implications) which was statistically significant (p < .001). Results of
the ANOVA summary table also reveal that the stepwise multiple regression model
showed that when each of the scales were examined separately, only Probability of Harm
was statistically significant (p < .001) for predicting Ease of Solution at better than
chance level. The other variables added no additional explanation for the Ease of
Solution.
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Table 26
Stepwise Multiple Regression
Model
Unstandardized

Std. Error

Partial

Part

Sig.

Beta
Probability of Harm

.643

.093

.48

.48

<.001

Personal Experience

.085

-

-

-

.228

Ethical Violation

-.001

-

-

-

.995

Legal Implications

.100

-

-

-

.097

Note: Statistical significance was determined at p < .001.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to investigate school psychologists’ perceptions of critical
incidents and the possibly impact of aspects of the incidents (i.e., likely harm, legality,
personal experience, likely ethical violation) predict the ease with which an ethical issue
can be resolved. The current study is an adaptation of Pope’s (1987) study which focused
on psychologists as therapists, specifically. Previous literature in ethics in the field of
school psychology has mainly explored the types of issues faced by the various
practitioners and likely outcomes of descriptive scenarios. However, there is little to no
research that examines critical incidents (or ethical dilemmas) and perceptions of aspects
of those incidents. This research examined the aspects of 29 possible critical incidents
with regard to legality, likely harm, likely ethical violation, personal experience, and ease
of resolution. The ultimate goal of this study was to better understand school
psychologist’s perceptions of managing critical incidents.
Overview of Research Question Findings and Discussion
The research questions investigated in this study was: (a) which critical incidents
do school psychologists experience; (b) which incidents are most likely to be viewed as
posing an ethical violation; (c) which incidents are most likely to be perceived as causing
harm; (d) which incidents are perceived to be most difficult for school psychologists to
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resolve; (e) which incidents are perceived to have legal implications; and (f) which
aspects (i.e., ethical, legality, experience, harm) are most likely to predict the ease of
solution.
Personal Experience
Results of this study show school psychologists report they face a large number of
critical incidents. Of the 29 posed in this study, the scenarios that the participants rated
as having experienced most frequently including scenarios in which school psychologists
would have to break confidentiality to report a student for abuse or as for being a
threat/suicidal, unable to fulfil duties due to heavy work load, working under stress, being
directed to use a specific test or tool, hugging a student, and accepting a small gift from a
student.
Overall these incidents seem to fall under some of the same categories of ethical
dilemmas that Fly and colleagues (1997) concluded as the dilemmas school psychology
graduate students face regularly. According to Fly et al. (1997), the most reported ethical
scenarios by school psychology graduate students included the same issues involving
confidentiality, welfare/rights of the client and others, crossing boundaries with clients,
and competency. It is important to note that Fly et al. (1997) focused on program
directors rating the ethical transgressions of the graduate students enrolled in the school
psychology programs as compared to the current research study which asked the school
psychologists and graduate students to rate their own characteristics and perceptions. In
another study, Tryon (2000) asked program directors to list the unethical behaviors their
graduate students in school psychology during the previous 5 years and found that
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confidentiality and practicing within their competency were listed as most commonly
faced by school psychology graduate students. Therefore, the results of the current study
are consistent with the findings of other studies that have investigated likely critical
incidents to be confronted by school psychologists in their work.
As discussed previously in Chapters 1 and 2 (refer to Table 1.2) Bailey and Burch
(2016) also focused on the level of complex ethical dilemmas based on the probability of
harm, violation, and legal issues and the ability of behavior analysists to resolve these
ethical situations in the field. Bailey and Burch (2016) proposed that those individuals in
the field of applied behavior analysis with more experience and/or training are better
equipped to manage more complex dilemmas as compared to the behavior analysists that
have basic training and much less experience. The current study was able to provide
support for the application of Bailey and Burch’s (2016) model in the field of school
psychology, as the findings revealed the scales including Personal Experience, Ethical
Violation, Legal Implications, and more specifically the scale of Probability of Harm was
able to predict the complexity of a critical incident for school psychologists.
Ethical Violation
The second research question investigated which of the 29 critical incidents were
most likely to be rated as ethical violations by the school psychologists. The results
suggested a number of incidents that the school psychologists rated as being a likely
ethical violation included (a) breaking confidentiality (for example, disclosing data or
leaving test protocols of another child out on desk during a meeting); (b) the welfare and
rights of the clients and others (for example, refusing to show parents test protocols or
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evaluation reports of their child); and (c) competency (for example, breaking protocol or
seeing a minor without parents’ permission). Ethics and more specifically ethical
violation of human subjects in research has been a topic of interest for a long time now
but due to many ethics related issues in research, it has gotten much needed attention
recently. History is filled with numerous incidents from early 19th century onwards that
were considered as severe ethical violations towards human beings as subjects of research
(Resnik, 2015). This become so much of a concern that APA developed the first draft of
ethical principal in 1950s to ensure proper research conduct and recommended proper
training of ethics code and principles (APA, 2012). In order to make sure that the school
psychologists are able to understand the code of ethics and apply them in their
professional life, courses in ethics have been made an integral part of graduate courses
(c.f., NASP 2010 Standards; NASP, 2010a). Continuous training and professional
development in ethics has also been significant parts of the school psychology field
(Nagle, 1987; DePalma and Drake, 1956; Sinclair, 1988). The courses and practical
training in ethics help future and current practitioners understand the importance of
incidents causing ethical violation and then allow them to handle those dilemmas
accordingly. Thus, the findings of the current study are consistent with long held
assumptions that a deep understanding of ethics is critical within the field of school
psychology.
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Likely Harm
The third research question in this research examined the incidents most likely to
be rated by school psychologists as causing harm. The results indicated a number of
critical incidents rated by school psychologists as likely to cause harm including
situations such as: (a) confidentiality (for example unintentionally disclosing confidential
data); (b) competency (for example, providing services outside area of competence); and
(c) client or others’ welfare/rights (for example, refusing to provide test protocols or
evaluation reports to parents). In addition, the results further revealed that probability of
likely harm is one of the strongest predictors for complexity of critical incident and
resolution of ethical dilemmas as compared to other variables.
These results are consistent with the standards in the field of school psychology in
that all graduate students receive supervision in applied experience that is sequential with
increasing independence (NASP, 2010a). Furthermore, the role a supervisor plays in
promoting ethical behaviors and actions for a graduate student is significant for the
proper training and growth of practitioners (Vasquez, 1992). It is vital that school
psychologists are able to comprehend how potentially harmful a critical incident can be
and how to effectively resolve it in a way that the harm in nonexistent to minimal for the
welfare/rights of the client and community. Being familiar with the possible harmful
effects of a given course of action can be useful, but a practitioner needs to be well aware
of the professional codes (i.e., NASP Professional Standards of Ethics; NASP, 2010), and
general principles of ethics across all aspects of mental health services. Additionally, the
need for continuing professional development to maintain knowledge of current ethical
practice is imperative (NASP 2010b). Furthermore, the promotion of prevention of issues
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in youth and community to make sure that the harmful scenarios never happen in the first
place (Jimerson, Sharkey, Nyborg, & Furlong, 2004).
Ease of Resolution
The fourth research question explored critical incidents that school psychologists
are most likely to rate as the most difficult to resolve. According to the results there were
many incidents that the school psychologists in this research study rated as difficult to
resolve. The scenarios suggested by practitioners as the most difficult to resolve
represented the same categories of ethical issues that have been discussed in the first
three research questions: (a) issues relating to confidentiality (for example, disclosing
data unintentionally, breaking confidentiality when student is a threat or suicidal); (b)
client or others’ welfare/rights (for example, refusing parents access to test protocols or
reports, or refraining from disclosing a diagnosis); and (c) competency (for example,
providing services outside of areas of competence or working when stress compromises
effectiveness).
The results of this study are consistent with the standards of practice and
emerging thoughts on facilitation of the professional adjustment of school psychologists,
newly graduated and those with more experience. Similar to other aspects of critical
incidents discussed earlier it is extremely important for any practitioner to understand
how difficult a scenario can be to resolve. School psychologists realize they should be
able to evaluate and examine different courses of action that can enable them to resolve
an incident without difficulty and work to develop skills to do so throughout their career.
One of the most important activities in which school psychologist engage is consultation
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with other school psychologists and supervision in the field for beginning practitioners.
Kitchener (1992) and Vasquez (1992) have looked at the significance of supervisors as
teachers, mentors, trainers, and as role models for other school psychologists.
Supervision from and consultation with another school psychologist in resolving a
difficult ethical situation while also imparting important knowledge to serve as a
foundation in assist the school psychologist to solving critical incidents with much less
difficulty and to generalize the resulting skill and knowledge to other situations. This has
become a foundation of the field of school psychology in which, recently, there has been
a suggestion that a best practice for a newly minted school psychologist to receive
supervision during the first 3 years of practice (NASP 2010a). The model for complexity
of ethical dilemmas and easiness of solution according to their complexity has been
discussed earlier (Bailey & Burch, 2016). As indicated by the results of the study (refer to
Table 26), the most significant predictor for Ease of Solution is the likelihood of harm
that a critical incident can cause to the involved parties and stakeholders. Based on this
finding, it seems imperative that practitioners are able to take advantage of consultation
and supervision from their colleagues.
Legal Implications
The fifth research question evaluated which critical incidents school psychologists
perceive as most likely to have legal implications. The results suggested a number of the
29 incidents were perceived as have some or likely legal implications. The results
consistently indicate that the same areas of concern seen in earlier research questions,
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those involving: (a) confidentiality, (b) crossing boundaries with regard to relationships,
(c) client or others’ welfare/rights, and (d) competency.
As a school psychologist working with school-age clients, it becomes very critical
to understand the extent of legal implications that can result from a situation. Legal
implications associated with any critical incident can cause significant problems for the
school psychologist and others who may be involved, which makes it vital for
practitioners to understand the governing code of ethics and to make sure that their
knowledge in ethics is up to date. Tymchuk and colleagues (1982) looked at the
importance of ongoing training, professional development, and knowledge of ethical
codes and principles for school psychologists and concluded that updated knowledge and
continuous training make ethical situations much easier to resolve and understand. As
studied by Bailey and Burch (2016) the findings of the current research study also
indicate the significance of legal implications in the complexity of the critical incident for
school psychologist and the degree of effort it takes to resolve that issue. The more
legality associated with a particular incident, the more difficult the situation becomes for
the school psychologists to resolve.
Relationship Between Measured Variables
The sixth research question investigated the relationships between personal
experience, ethical violation, probability of harm, ethical violation, and ease of
resolution. Additionally, the current study sought to explore how well personal
experience, likely ethical violation, probability of harm, and likely ethical violation
predicted the ease of resolution for a critical incident. According to the findings of the
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study there is a significant relationship among most of the scales, in addition the four
scales (i.e., Personal Experience, Ethical Violation, Probability of Harm, Legal
Implications) significantly predict the Ease of Solution for a given situation. The results
from the study also reveal that the strongest predictor for Ease of Solution is the variable
of Probability of Harm, indicating that the higher the likelihood of harm for a
client/practitioner in a given situation, the more challenging that particular situation
becomes for the practitioner to resolve.
The results suggest that characteristics such as the likelihood that a school
psychologist would experience an incident, how likely the incident portends a legal,
ethical, and/or harmful implication predicts how easy (or difficult) it would be to develop
a solution for that incident. The current results illustrate that there are critical incidents
associated with a high degree of cross reaching characteristics (experience, legality,
ethical, and harm) that can be considered much more problematic by school
psychologists as compared to other incidents. As discussed earlier these relatively
problematic ethical categories include confidentiality, client or others’ welfare/rights,
competency, and crossing boundaries with clients. The detailed analysis of all the
research questions suggest that by identifying the most challenging ethical issues for the
school psychologists we can potentially predict what would be the incidents that can be
difficult to resolve for the practitioners and then prepare our future practitioners
accordingly. Furthermore, this study supports the model previously discussed from the
ABA literature, that legality, experience, violation and more specifically likelihood of
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harm is directly related to complexity of a critical incident and can predict the ease of
solution for any ethical situation (Bailey and Burch, 2016)
Findings Across Variables and Implications
The findings of the current study indicate that there are a number of critical
incidents for which the school psychologists rated multiple categories as higher on
several of the scales of Personal Experience, Ethical Violation, Probability of Harm,
Legal Implications, and Ease of Solution. Those particular incidents included: (a) Item 2
“Providing psychological services to the child of a friend” (rated higher on the scales of
experience, violation, and legality, but still rated as an easy solution); (b) Item 3 “Failing
to file an ethics complaint against a colleague when necessary” (rated higher on
experience, violation, harm, legal and solution as well); (c) Item 4 “violation, harm, legal
but still rated as an easy solution); (d) Item 7 “Being directed to use a specific test
requested by a parent” (rated higher on experience, violation, harm, and legal but still
rated as an easy solution); (e) Item 12 “Being ordered to refuse a parent’s request to see
their child’s test protocols” (rated higher for experience, violation, harm, and legal and
also rated as a relatively difficult incident to resolve); (f) Item 13 “ Being asked to break
confidentiality of a student who is a threat to others” (rated high on experience, harm, and
legal but still rated as an easy solution); (g) Item 15 “ Working when stress may
compromise your effectiveness” ( rated high on experience, harm, and legal but still rated
as an easy solution); (h) Item 16 “Being ordered to refuse a parent’s access to an
evaluation report” (rated high on violation, harm, and legal but still rated as an easy
solution); (i) Item 22 “Unintentionally disclosing confidential data” (rated higher on
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experience, violation, harm, legal and also rated high as a relatively difficult incident to
resolve); and (j) Item 23 “Being asked to provide services outside your area of
competence” (rated high on experience, violation, harm, and legal and also rated high as
a relatively difficult incident to resolve). After examination of the above items and their
ratings, it appears there are some common aspects of situations used in this study. These
can be grouped into specific groupings: (a) those situations concerning confidentiality,
(b) those that cross boundaries with clients, (c) client or others’ welfare/rights, and (d)
competency with which school psychologists have to deal. The frequency of these
incidents that practitioners in the field experience might be surprisingly higher than
expected, but because of their experience with those incidents they find those issues easy
to resolve as compared to other critical incidents. The findings also suggest that there are
some situations that school psychologists deal with frequently, but because of the severe
legal and ethical violations associated with those incidents, find quite difficult to resolve.
There are many other interesting findings to note here as well. First, there were
multiple incidents where the ratings from the school psychologists were nearly equally
distributed on the scales of Personal Experience, Ethical Violation, Probability of Harm,
Legal Implications, and Ease of Solution. This indicates that the participants differed in
their opinion of different ethical issues and how severe the implications of a particular
issue can be. These responses should be considered very carefully and may be helpful in
guiding training and professional development to assist in understanding the implications
of critical incidents for daily practice in providing mental health services.
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There are many implications that can be taken from the results of the study. First
of all, this study offers a better understanding of school psychologists’ perceptions of a
number of critical incidents. Although similar studies have been done in other health
service fields (e.g., Pope et al., 1987), this study is the first known study to investigate
school psychologists’ perceptions regarding some specific incidents. The results indicate
a number of incidents that school psychologists reported experiencing more frequently in
the field. Numerous studies have been done in the past to understand and discover the
type of ethical dilemmas that school psychologists have to deal with regularly (Pope &
Vetter, 1992; Fly et al, 1997; Tryon, 2000). The focus of this research study was to
examine the relationship among the various response categories (experience, violation,
harm, legal, and solution) and the self-perceptions of school psychologists to resolve
these incidents. Based on these results, it is likely that broad based experience (e.g., that
occurring during practica and internship) will assist school psychologists to more readily
recognize and address incidents with implications across ethical, legality, and harm.
Limitations and Future Directions
There are two types of threats to validity within research studies: (a) external threats that
affect the application and generalizability of findings to other groups (e.g., population
validity, ecological validity) and (b) internal threats that affect the causal relationship
between independent and dependent variables (e.g., history, maturation, testing,
instrumentation, regression, selection, experimental mortality, and interaction of threats)
(Slack & Draugalis, 2001). Considering these, there are a number of limitations to the
current research study and there may be future research that may assist in minimizing
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these threats. Additionally, as is typical - the results of this study suggest further research
for exploration and understanding.
Limitations
The first limitation is that this initial study that is a modification of Pope et al.’s (1987)
study conducted exclusively with psychology therapists. The current study extensively
amended Pope’s original survey items to enhance applicability to the field of school
psychology. So just like any new research, it needs to be replicated in the field of school
psychology. An additional related limitation is the generalizability of the results of this
study. Further studies with a larger sample size, more extensive sample selection (e.g.,
purposive sampling) will likely provide additional evidence for generalization of results
and findings.
Another limitation that should be noted is the ratio of male to females in this research
study. Overall there are more female, compared to male, school psychologists and
practitioners in this study. Although this is consistent with the demographics of the field
as a whole (Fagan & Wise, 2007), but a bigger sample size is likely to result in more
male participants which may increase the generalization of data for the field of school
psychology.
A third limitation is the other characteristics of the participants which do not appear to be
consistent with the field of school psychology. The proportion of doctoral level
respondents, relative to specialist level, exceeds those within the field. Further, the
number of Nationally Certified School Psychologists (NCSP), and the ethnic make of
participants are all disproportional to the demographics in the field of school psychology
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in general. It is likely that this may have impacted the results of this study. Again, a
larger and more representative sample may address this limitation.
Furthermore, just as with any survey administration research, there are possible
experimental mortality issues that should be considered as limitations. Due to the fact that
the survey questionnaire included 29 critical incidents, there were many participants that
started the survey and did not complete it either due to fatigue, the questionnaire may be
time consuming for them, or the fact that they may find the items difficult to answer. To
resolve this particular issue, the incomplete survey responses from the participants were
not included in the analysis.
As researchers, it is important to work on adjusting these limitations and replicating the
research with potentially a bigger sample size. The replication and bigger sample would
help us in building a solid research base in this specific area and should be able to
provide us with more evidence to turn research into practice.
Future Research
In addition to the recommendations in the limitations section, future studies
should focus on expansion of the understanding of perceptions and characteristics of
school psychologists and their ability to address critical incidents because this research is
lacking and there is a need to better understand this topic in the field of school
psychology. For example, it would be interesting for the future research to focus on those
incidents/issues that were consistently noted in this research study (i.e., issues regarding
confidentially, client or others’ welfare/rights and crossing boundaries, practice within
areas of competence). Furthermore, it may be useful to expand this research to include
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scenarios to further explore school psychologists’ ability to comprehend issues related to
critical incidents. Moreover, an exploration including additional critical incidents to the
MCIS questionnaire may expand this investigation to a larger array of challenging
situations. Finally, this was a preliminary evaluation of the model present by Bailey and
Burch (2016). Future research should further explore the usefulness of this model to
assist in providing guidelines for training, supervision, and expectations for the various
level of experience of school psychologists.
Summary
In summary, this study provides an understanding of school psychologists’
perceptions of critical incidents with regard to their ethical implications, legality,
potential for harm, experience, and resolution. Each of these first four variables have a
potential effect on the ability of the school psychologist to manage a difficult situation.
Specifically, the results provide a clearer understanding of critical incidents that
school psychologists perceive as more harmful towards their clients, themselves or the
community (i.e., those that involve confidentiality, cross boundaries, concern
welfare/rights, and competency). An understanding of these significant characteristics in
any situation is vital for any school psychologist as it guides the selection of a response
leading to the least likely harm. Furthermore, a better knowledge of regarding the ethical
scenario can help the school psychologists and practitioners avoid the same incident in
the future and prevent any harm from occurring in the first place (Jimerson et al., 2004).
Further, the current study provides insight into school psychologists’ perceptions
of incidents that contain a risk of ethical violation. One of the most significant aspects of
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working with school age clients and the stake holders is having proper knowledge of
ethics and realizing a situation can be ethically challenging especially since the field
focuses on human clients and participants. The APA Code of Ethics has served as the
foundation of ethical practice for many fields since the 1950s (APA, 2012). This Code
has been updated numerous times. It is important for school psychologists to take
advantage of the current findings and to become better acquainted with similar situations
to those incidents that were rated as a likely ethical violation. Ethics courses in graduate
school, continuous training and professional development are helpful tools that can guide
us further in keeping ourselves updated with ethics (Nagle, 1987; DePalma & Drake,
1956; Sinclair, 1988).
The results of the research study also examined the level of legality associated
with different critical incidents and the school psychologists’ perceptions towards it. The
ethically challenging situations regarding confidentiality, client or others’ welfare/rights,
competency and crossing boundaries were the ones rated by practitioners as having the
most legal issues associated with them. Understanding the legality of any ethical issue is
again a very important factor in a school psychologist’s job as it can have a crucial
impact on their career if not handled and resolved properly. The significance of ethics
courses, updated knowledge of ethics code and principles, training and continuous
professional development can continually help the practitioner’s in guiding them to
choose the right course of action in those scenarios (Nagle, 1987; DePalma & Drake,
1956; Sinclair, 1988; Tymchuk et al., 1982)
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The ratings of school psychologists towards the difficulty of resolution for
different critical incidents was also investigated in this study. The same ethically
challenging situations (those mostly associated with confidentiality, competence, client or
others’ welfare/rights, and crossing boundaries with clients) were perceived as difficult to
resolve by school psychologists. In addition to having updated knowledge and training in
ethics, it is imperative for school psychologists to take advantage of consultation and
supervision on regular basis because that is considered one of the most important tools to
guide any practitioner’s appropriate decision (Kitchener, 1992; Vasquez, 1992).
Furthermore, it may be helpful to consider the model discussed throughout this study
investigating the relationship between level of ethical issues and complexity of critical
incidents (Bailey & Burch, 2016). The findings from this research study provides further
support for the application of complexity of dilemmas and the effort involved in
resolving the dilemmas. As the results revealed the likelihood of harm in a given situation
is one of the strongest variables to predict the easiness of solution for that given situation.
The ratings from the participants suggest that in addition to the variables like personal
experience, ethical violation, and legal implications, the probability of harm is considered
one of the most significant factors indicating the level of complexity of a critical incident
and how challenging it would be for a school psychologist to resolve that incident.
This study is likely to bring a focus to the need for understanding aspects of
critical incidents similar to those used in this study. It is believed that the findings and
implications discussed above can assist school psychologists in their practice. In addition
to understanding the dilemmas that cause confusion and difficulty for the practitioners,
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these findings can help develop better tools for practitioners who face these critical
incidents perceived as most challenging and difficult to resolve. Furthermore, the results
of the current study can be used to develop guidelines for comprehensive ethics training
programs and provide examples of challenging situations to be used in training and
professional development.
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NASP and APA Ethical Principles:

NASP

APA

I. RESPECTING THE DIGNITY
AND RIGHTS OF ALL PERSONS
School psychologists engage only in
professional practices that maintain
the dignity of all individuals. In their
words and actions, school
psychologists demonstrate respect for
the autonomy of persons and their
right to self-determination, respect for
privacy, and a commitment to just and
fair treatment of all persons.

I. BENEFICENCE AND
NONMALEFICENCE
Psychologists strive to benefit those
with whom they work and take care to
do no harm. In their professional
actions, psychologists seek to
safeguard the welfare and rights of
those with whom they interact
professionally and other affected
persons, and the welfare of animal
subjects of research. When conflicts
occur among psychologists’
obligations or concerns, they attempt
to resolve these conflicts in a
responsible fashion that avoids or
minimizes harm. Because
psychologists’ scientific and
professional judgments and actions
may affect the lives of others, they are
alert to and guard against personal,
financial, social, organizational, or
political factors that might lead to
misuse of their influence.
Psychologists strive to be aware of the
possible effect of their own physical
and mental health on their ability to
help those with whom they work.

II. PROFESSIONAL
COMPETENCE AND
RESPONSIBILITY
Beneficence, or responsible caring,
means that the school psychologist
acts to benefit others. To do this,
school psychologists must practice
within the boundaries of their
competence, use scientific knowledge
from psychology and education to
help clients and others make informed
choices, and accept responsibility for
their work.
III. HONESTY AND INTEGRITY
IN PROFESSIONAL
RELATIONSHIPS
To foster and maintain trust, school
psychologists must be faithful to the
truth and adhere to their professional
promises. They are forthright about
their qualifications, competencies, and
roles; work in full cooperation with
other professional disciplines to meet
the needs of students and families; and
avoid multiple relationships that
diminish their professional
effectiveness.

II. FIDELITY AND
RESPONSIBILITY
Psychologists establish relationships
of trust with those with whom they
work. They are aware of their
professional and scientific
responsibilities to society and to the
specific communities in which they
work. Psychologists uphold
professional standards of conduct,
clarify their professional roles and
obligations, accept appropriate
responsibility for their behavior, and
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IV. RESPONSIBILITY TO
SCHOOLS, FAMILIES,
COMMUNITIES, THE
PROFESSION, AND SOCIETY
School psychologists promote healthy
school, family, and community
environments. They maintain the
public trust in school psychologists by
respecting law and encouraging
ethical conduct. School psychologists
advance professional excellence by
mentoring less experiences
practitioners and contributing to the
school psychology knowledge base.

seek to manage conflicts of interest
that could lead to exploitation or
harm. Psychologists consult with,
refer to, or cooperate with other
professionals and institutions to the
extent needed to serve the best
interests of those with whom they
work. They are concerned about the
ethical compliance of their colleagues’
scientific and professional conduct.
Psychologists strive to contribute a
encouraging ethical conduct. School
psychologists advance professional
excellence by mentoring less
experienced practitioners and
contributing to the school psychology
knowledge base portion of their
professional time for little or no
compensation or personal advantage.
III. INTEGRITY
Psychologists seek to promote
accuracy, honesty, and truthfulness in
the science, teaching, and practice of
psychology. In these activities
psychologists do not steal, cheat, or
engage in fraud, subterfuge, or
intentional misrepresentation of fact.
Psychologists strive to keep their
promises and to avoid unwise or
unclear commitments. In situations in
which deception may be ethically
justifiable to maximize benefits and
minimize harm, psychologists have a
serious obligation to consider the need
for, the possible consequences of, and
their responsibility to correct any
resulting mistrust or other harmful
effects that arise from the use of such
techniques.
IV. JUSTICE
Psychologists recognize that fairness
and justice entitle all persons to access
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to and benefit from the contributions
of psychology and to equal quality in
the processes, procedures, and
services being conducted by
psychologists. Psychologists exercise
reasonable judgment and take
precautions to ensure that their
potential biases, the boundaries of
their competence, and the limitations
of their expertise do not lead to or
condone unjust practices.
V. RESPECT FOR PEOPLE’S
RIGHTS AND DIGNITY
Psychologists respect the dignity and
worth of all people, and the rights of
individuals to privacy, confidentiality,
and self-determination. Psychologists
are aware that special safeguards may
be necessary to protect the rights and
welfare of persons or communities
whose vulnerabilities impair
autonomous decision making.
Psychologists are aware of and respect
cultural, individual, and role
differences, including those based on
age, gender, gender identity, race,
ethnicity, culture, national origin,
religion, sexual orientation, disability,
language, and socioeconomic status,
and consider these factors when
working with members of such
groups. Psychologists try to eliminate
the effect on their work of biases
based on those factors, and they do not
knowingly participate in or condone
activities of others based upon such
prejudices.
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Demographic Questionnaire
1. What is your gender?
_____ Male
_____ Female
2. What is your age? _____
3. What is your ethnicity?
_____ African American/Black
_____ Asian/Pacific Islander
_____ Caucasian/White
_____ Latino/Hispanic
_____ Multiracial
_____ Other
4. In which degree program did you obtain your training?
_____ Doctoral
_____ Education Specialist/Masters
5. Number of years of experience as a school psychologist? Including
graduate education in school psychology.
_____ Less than 3 years
_____ 3 to 5 years
_____ 5 to 7 years
_____ 7 to 10 years
_____ More than 10 years
6. What are your credentials (check all that apply)?
_____ licensed as a psychologist
_____ credentialed school psychologist
_____ NCSP
_____ RBT/BCaBA/BCBA/BCBA-D
_____ none
7. Where do you practice? (check all that apply)
_____ School setting
_____ Clinical/medical setting
_____ Department of Education or other similar organization
_____ Private practice
_____ Faculty at an educational institute
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8. What setting do you work in? (check all that apply)
______ Urban
______ Suburban
______ Rural
9. Where have you previously practiced? (check all that apply)
_____ School setting
_____ Clinical/medical setting
_____ Department of Education or other similar organization
_____ Private practice
_____ Faculty at an educational institute
10. Which settings have you previously worked in? (check all that
apply)
______ Urban
______ Suburban
______ Rural
11. In which NASP geographic region are you located?
_____ Northeast Region
_____ Southeast Region
_____ Central Region
_____ Western Region
12. Are you a student?
_____ yes
_____ no
13. If you are a student, how many credit hours have you taken?
_____ under 15 credit hours
_____ 15-30 credit hours
_____ 30-45 credit hours
_____ 45-60 credit hours
_____ more than 60 credit hours
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Note: For these situations listed below please consider a student to be a school age child enrolled in a public/private
school or a client.

Legal Implications: 1= no legality, 2= possible legality, 3= yes, legality

Finding Solution: 1= solution would be easy, 2= solution would be slightly difficult, 3= solution would be difficult,
4= solution would be very difficult

Probability of Harm: 1= no harm likely, 2= some harm possible, 3= harm likely, 4= harm extremely likely

Ethical Violation: 1= no violation, 2= minor violation, 3= moderate violation, 4= severe violation

Personal Experience: 1= extremely unlikely to experience, 2= unlikely to experience, 3= likely to experience, 4=
extremely likely to experience

Please use the following rating scales:

Instructions: The following are situations that may occur to school psychologists in the course of their professional
work. Please read each item carefully. Then respond to five questions: (a) Personal Experience: how likely is a
school psychologist to experience the situation, (b) Ethical Violation: the likelihood that the situation is an ethical
violation, (c) Probability of harm: how likely would harm result to the student, others, or the field of school
psychology, from the situation, (d) Finding Solution: should it occur, how difficult would it be for a school
psychologist to determine an ethical solution for the situation, and (e) Legal Implications: are there legal
implications with the situation.

Multidimensional Critical Incident Scale for Ethics in School Psychology
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Becoming friends with a former student on
social media
Providing psychological services to the
child of a friend
Failing to file an ethics complaint against a
colleague when necessary
Asking for a favor from the parent of a
student
Rejecting a request to mentor a new staff
school psychologist due to your heavy work
load
Being directed to use a computerized
service or tool for test interpretation
Being directed to use a specific test
requested by the parent
Having a student ask for a hug
Needing to break confidentiality to report
child abuse
Having another student's protocol left out on
desk during a meeting with a parent
Seeing a minor without parental consent for
more than one session
Being ordered to refuse a parent's request to
see their child's test protocols
Being asked to break confidentiality of a
student who is a threat to others
Accepting a student’s gift worth at least $10
Working when stress may compromise your
effectiveness

1.

14.
15.

13.

12.

11.

10.

8.
9.

7.

6.

5.

4.

3.

2.

Critical Incident

Item

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

Violatio
n

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

Experience

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

Harm

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

Solution

1 2 3
1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

Legal
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29.

28.

27.

26.

24.
25.

22.
23.

21.

20.

19.

18.

17.

16.

Being ordered to refuse a parent's access to
an evaluation report
Being ordered to report a student who is
suicidal to authorities
Being asked to invite students to a nonschool event (e.g., fall festival)
Being ordered to refrain from disclosing a
diagnosis to the student
Being involved in a discussion of a student
(without names) with friends
Going to a student’s non-school event (e.g.,
dance recital)
Unintentionally disclosing confidential data
Being asked to provide services outside
your areas of competence
Treating homosexuality as pathological
Being directed to provide services while
you are taking prescription drugs (e.g., mild
pain killers)
Being offered a gift worth less than $5 from
a student
Being directed to help a student file a
complaint against another student
Referring to a student as an “autistic child”,
rather than using person-first language
Declining a request to serve on the school
climate committee
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3
1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

APPENDIX C
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______ Faculty

_______ Student

Becoming social friends with a former student

Providing psychological services to the child of a friend

Filing an ethics complaint against a colleague

1.

2.

3.

Realistic = R
Unrealistic = U

First
Category

Second
Category

Third
Category

Fourth
Category

1. Respecting dignity and rights - School psychologists demonstrate professional practices that maintain the dignity of all
individuals and respect the autonomy, privacy of persons and fair treatment of all persons.
2. Professional competence and responsibility - School psychologist acts to benefit others. They must practice within the
boundaries of their competence and accept responsibility for their work.
3. Honesty and integrity in professional relations - School psychologists must be truthful and forthright about their
qualifications, competencies, and roles; with the purpose of fulfilling students’ needs and to avoid conflict.
4. Responsibility to schools, families, communities, profession, society - School psychologists promote healthy school,
family, and community environments and encourage ethical conduct.

NASP Ethic Categories

Please read the following actions and indicate if action is Realistic or Unrealistic (i.e. R or U respectively). Then rank which
categories are relevant to the incident using the following categories. For example, if an incident is most strongly relevant or
related to the second ethics category (i.e. Professional competence and responsibility) place a 1 in the column labeled
“Professional Competence”. And, if it is also relevant/related to the "Responsibility" Category (i.e., Responsibility to schools,
families, communities, profession, society), but to a lesser degree, place a 2 for that action in the column labeled
"Responsibility". Mark as many columns as are relevant, but do not mark any with the same rank (e.g., both the "Professional
Competence" and the "Responsibility" columns cannot be ranked as 1). Thus, an incident may be relevant to a number of
ethical categories. It is also possible for an incident to only have one ranked category.

Position:

Item Validation Tool
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Asking a favor from the parent of a student

Rejecting requests to mentor a new staff school psychologist

Using a computerized test interpretation service or tool

Conducting an assessment using a tool requested by the parent

Hugging a student

Breaking confidentiality to report child abuse

Having a closed file left out on desk during a meeting with a
parent of another child

Seeing a minor student without parental consent for several
sessions
Refusing to let students/parents see test protocols used in an
assessment

Breaking confidentiality if student is a threat to others

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

14.

Working when stress may compromise your effectiveness

Not allowing students/parents access to an evaluation report

Reporting a student who is suicidal to authorities

Inviting students to a non-school event

Refusing to disclose a diagnosis to the student

Discussing students (without names) with friends

Lending money (more than $5) to a student

Going to a student’s special non-school event (e.g., dance
recital)
Unintentionally disclosing confidential data

Providing services outside your areas of competence

Treating homosexuality as pathological

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

25.

26.

24.

Accepting a student’s gift worth at least $10

15.

13.

Telling a student, you are angry with him or her

4.
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Helping a student file a complaint against another student

Referring to a student as an “autistic child”, rather than
person-first language

Declining to serve on the district’s committee to improve
school climate

29.

30.

31.

28.

Providing services while taking prescription drugs (e.g.,
codeine)
Accepting a gift worth less than $5 from a student

27.

APPENDIX D
ITEM VALIDATION PHASE I
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Verification Data (n = 6)

Item Dilemma
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31

Realistic Respect Competence Integrity Responsibility
Yes No 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st
2nd
Social media
5
1
2
1
1
2
2
Serving friend’s child 5
1
1
1
2
3
1
2
1
Ethics complaint
6
0
3
1
1
1
1
2
Angry with student
3
3
1
1
1
1
Favor from parent
5
1
2
2
1
2
1
2
Mentor
4
2
2
1
1
Computerized tool
5
1
4
1
1
2
1
Specific test
5
1
1
1
4
1
1
2
Hug
5
1
1
1
2
Confidentiality for
6
0
3
3
1
3
3
abuse
Protocol on desk
6
0
5
1
1
Seeing a minor
4
2
2
1
2
2
2
1
Parents request
6
0
3
1
1
1
4
protocol
Confidentiality for
6
0
3
1
1
1
2
3
threat
Accepting gift $10
6
0
1
5
1
2
Stress compromise
6
0
4
2
2
work
Access to report
5
1
4
1
1
2
2
2
Reporting suicidal
6
0
3
1
1
2
1
student
Inviting students
5
1
1
3
2
1
2
Disclosing diagnosis
6
0
3
2
1
1
2
2
Discussing student
5
1
5
1
2
Lending $5
4
2
1
2
2
1
Invited by a student
4
2
1
2
1
1
Disclosing data
6
0
5
1
2
4
Services outside
6
0
6
3
competence
Homosexuality as
4
2
3
2
1
1
1
1
1
pathology
Prescription drugs
5
1
2
2
2
2
2
Gift less than $5
5
1
1
1
2
1
2
Filing complaint
6
0
3
1
1
1
2
1
student
Using “autistic child” 4
2
2
1
1
1
term
Serve on committee
4
2
1
1
1
1
2
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Notes:
Respondent 1: Total items rated as Unrealistic: 7 (didn’t rank the Unrealistic Items as U, only
ranked the Realistic Items as R, ranked items for ethical principles)

Respondent 2: Total items rated as Unrealistic: 3 (didn’t rank the Unrealistic Items as U, only
ranked the Realistic Items as R, ranked items for ethical principles)

Respondent 3: Total items rated as Unrealistic: 7 (didn’t rank the Unrealistic Items as U, only
ranked the Realistic Items as R, ranked items for ethical principles)

Respondent 4: Total items rated as Unrealistic: 9* (ranked all items but indicated number may
have been ranked incorrectly)

Respondent 5: Total items rated as Unrealistic: 3 (ranked all items)

Respondent 6: Total items rated as Unrealistic: 2 (ranked all items)

* Outlier
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10

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

1

Becoming friends
with a former
16.40
student on social
media
Providing
psychological
16.40
services to the child
of a friend
Failing to file an
ethics complaint
15.70
against a colleague
when necessary
Asking for a favor
from the parent of a 45.60
student
Rejecting a request
to mentor a new
staff school
9.40
psychologist due to
your heavy work
load
Being directed to
use a computerized
10.10
service or tool for
test interpretation
Being directed to
use a specific test
11.90
requested by the
parent
Having a student ask
3.10
for a hug
Needing to break
confidentiality to
2.50
report child abuse
Having another
student's protocol
left out on desk
19.50
during a meeting
with a parent

Item Critical Incident
3

4*

1

2

3

Violation
4*

1

2

3

Harm
4*

1

2

Legal
3*

1

2

3

Solution
4*

1.30 91.70 7.70

0.60 48.40 32.70 15.10 3.80

1.30

0.60 50.30 48.40 1.30 71.10 19.50 6.30 3.10
4.40 22.60 56.00 10.70 10.70 37.10 24.50 38.40 50.90 25.80 10.70 12.60

0.60 52.80 40.30 6.30

39.00 27.00 14.50 0.60 18.90 34.00 46.50 3.80 43.90 33.10 19.10 6.30 50.90 42.80 56.60 23.90 13.80 5.70

9.40 20.10 67.90 86.20 8.20

2.50 21.40 73.00 57.90 34.00 7.50

28.90 34.60 24.50 9.50 37.30 37.30 15.80 12.60 54.70 20.80 11.90 23.90 61.60 14.50 32.10 44.70 18.20 5.00

18.20 23.90 47.80 44.00 33.30 18.90 3.80 41.10 41.80 13.30 3.80 60.10 36.10 3.80 54.70 28.30 11.90 5.00

1.30 50.90 42.80 5.00

7.00 22.30 47.10 23.60 10.10 49.40 27.20 13.30 32.10 55.10 12.80 51.90 36.10 7.60 4.40

1.90 10.70 43.40 44.00 1.90 17.60 57.90 22.60 6.40 51.60 42.00 24.20 38.20 31.80 5.70

17.00 45.30 28.30 69.60 23.40 5.70

31.60 17.10 5.70

38.40 38.40 7.50

28.30 37.70 17.60 5.00 27.00 39.60 28.30 11.30 54.70 21.40 12.60 27.60 50.00 22.40 35.80 42.10 18.20 3.80

25.80 33.30 24.50 20.90 38.60 31.60 8.90 25.30 51.90 19.00 3.80 42.20 52.60 5.20 77.80 13.90 5.10 3.20

2

Experience
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Seeing a minor
without parental
27.70
consent for more
than one session
Being ordered to
refuse a parent's
33.10
request to see their
child's test protocols
Being asked to break
confidentiality of a
12.80
student who is a
threat to others
Accepting a
student’s gift worth 25.50
at least $10
Working when stress
may compromise
5.10
your effectiveness
Being ordered to
refuse a parent's
59.20
access to an
evaluation report
Being ordered to
report a student who
12.70
is suicidal to
authorities
Being asked to
invite students to a
52.90
non-school event
(e.g., fall festival)
Being ordered to
refrain from
disclosing a
37.40
diagnosis to the
student
3.20

1.30

9.60 24.80 64.30 7.60 24.80 32.50 35.00 1.30 21.80 76.90 26.80 28.00 27.40 17.80

6.40 55.40 29.90 8.30 52.20 41.40 6.40 13.40 28.70 34.40 23.60

3.80 63.10 29.30 7.60 60.90 23.70 12.20 3.20

22.60 29.70 10.30 15.00 47.10 30.10 7.80 10.50 45.80 32.00 11.80 29.10 54.30 16.60 20.70 41.30 28.00 10.00

29.00 12.30 5.80 25.80 40.60 21.30 12.30 30.30 53.50 11.60 4.50 48.70 41.60 9.70 66.00 20.90 9.20 3.90

16.60 40.80 29.90 63.10 17.20 11.50 8.30 21.00 38.20 21.70 19.10 30.60 31.20 38.20 45.90 23.60 20.40 10.20

29.30 8.30

8.30 19.10 67.50 26.10 51.00 18.50 4.50

22.90 31.20 20.40 39.50 35.70 18.50 6.40 57.30 32.50 6.40

14.70 38.50 34.00 62.60 20.60 12.90 3.90 10.90 50.00 22.40 16.70 18.70 41.90 39.40 33.50 32.30 23.90 10.30

36.30 21.70 8.90 15.40 26.30 28.80 29.50 24.40 44.90 21.20 9.60 11.50 37.20 51.30 23.10 30.80 35.30 10.90

28.30 26.40 17.60 5.70 27.00 34.00 33.30 18.40 50.00 21.50 10.10 5.70 45.90 48.40 40.30 40.90 13.80 5.00

Going to a student’s
21 non-school event
26.10 32.00 28.80 13.10 42.50 34.00 14.40 9.20 52.60 37.50 4.60
(dance recital)

5.30 73.50 21.90 4.60 68.40 19.70 5.30 6.60

Being involved in a
discussion of a
20
5.90 17.80 21.70 54.60 21.70 43.40 21.70 13.20 23.00 53.90 15.80 7.20 37.10 42.40 20.50 58.90 29.80 7.90 3.30
student (without
names) with friends

19

18

17

16

15

14

13

12

11
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1.30 82.90 15.10 2.00

0.00 90.80 8.60

0.70 80.90 9.20

5.90 3.90

27.20 31.10 12.60 83.00 15.00 1.40

0.70 66.70 23.80 8.80

0.70 95.90 3.40

0.70 70.10 18.40 7.50 4.10

25.00 23.00 21.70 44.10 38.20 15.80 2.00 33.60 45.40 19.70 1.30 84.90 13.20 2.00 70.40 17.80 7.90 3.90

36.20 22.40 9.20 44.60 37.80 14.20 3.40 25.70 48.00 21.60 4.70 46.90 44.20 8.80 37.40 34.70 23.10 4.80

13.80 34.20 40.80 78.30 17.80 2.60

26.30 11.80 13.80 27.00 42.10 17.80 13.20 21.70 46.10 17.80 14.50 35.10 46.40 18.50 44.10 34.90 16.40 4.60

5.30 11.80 82.20 6.60 27.00 66.40 40.50 14.90 25.00 19.60

3.30 17.80 77.00 0.70

2.00

18.40 6.60

2.60

6.50 40.30 52.60 0.60 13.00 40.90 45.50 4.60 38.60 56.90 20.90 38.60 24.20 16.30

30.50 27.30 26.60 0.60

43.80 30.10 15.70 1.30 19.50 39.60 39.60 1.30 27.90 48.10 22.70 1.30 37.90 60.80 22.20 34.60 25.50 17.60

*Following rating scales were used: Personal Experience: 1= extremely unlikely to experience, 2= unlikely to experience, 3=
likely to experience, 4= extremely likely to experience. Ethical Violation: 1= no violation, 2= minor violation, 3= moderate
violation, 4= severe violation. Probability of Harm: 1= no harm likely, 2= some harm possible, 3= harm likely, 4= harm
extremely likely. Legal Implications: 1= no legality, 2= possible legality, 3= yes, legality. Finding Solution: 1= solution
would be easy, 2= solution would be slightly difficult, 3= solution would be difficult, 4= solution would be very difficult.

Unintentionally
22 disclosing
10.50
confidential data
Being asked to
provide services
23
15.60
outside your areas of
competence
Treating
24 homosexuality as
72.40
pathological
Being directed to
provide services
25 while taking
48.00
prescription drugs
(mild pain killers)
Being offered a gift
26 worth less than $5 11.20
from a student
Being directed to
help a student file a
27
32.20
complaint against
another student
Referring to a
28 student as “autistic 30.30
child”.
Declining request to
29 serve on school
29.10
climate committee
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Research Question 6
[1] -- Wednesday, June 06, 2018 -- 10:00:27
F tests - Linear multiple regression: Fixed model, R² deviation from zero
Analysis:

A priori: Compute required sample size

Input:
Effect size f²

= 0.15

α err prob

= 0.05

Power (1-β err prob)

= 0.95

Number of predictors

= 4

Noncentrality parameter λ

= 19.3500000

Critical F

= 2.4447662

Numerator df

= 4

Denominator df

= 124

Total sample size

= 129

Actual power

= 0.9505747

Output:
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From: <apb30@msstate.edu>
Subject: Approval Notice for Study # IRB-18-106, Investigating ethical
dilemmas and ethical decision making in the field of school psychology
using the Multidimensional Scale for Ethics in School Psychology
Date: March 22, 2018 at 10:30:34 AM CDT
To: <ch27@msstate.edu>, <dg989@msstate.edu>,
<sdd2@msstate.edu>, <tne1@msstate.edu>, <ui3@msstate.edu>
Protocol ID: IRB-18-106
Principal Investigator: Carlen Henington
Protocol Title: Investigating ethical dilemmas and ethical decision making
in the field of school psychology using the Multidimensional Scale for
Ethics in School Psychology
Review Type: EXEMPT
Approval Date: March 22, 2018
Expiration Date:March 21, 2023
The above referenced study has been approved. To access your approval
documents, log into myProtocol and click on the protocol number to open
the approved study. Your official approval letter can be found under the
Event History section. For non-exempt approved studies, all stamped
documents (e.g., consent, recruitment) can be found in the Attachment
section and are labeled accordingly.
If you have any questions that the HRPP can assist you in answering,
please do not hesitate to contact us at irb@research.msstate.edu or
662.325.3994.
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